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Foreword 


Each of the main topics of the New Testament that focused on 
Jesus—the Nativity, the Passion, and the Resurrection— 
confronts the historian with its own special problem. Compli- 
cated though its source material may seem, Good Friday, the 
culmination of the last few days of the life of Jesus, is in reality 
the simplest. Let me state plainly that I accept that Jesus was 
a real historical person. In my opinion, the difficulties arising 
from the denial of his existence, still vociferously maintained in 
small circles of rationalist “dogmatists,” far exceed those deriv- 
ing from its acceptance. Also in my opinion, the scholar’s task 
is simply to sort out and assess the evidence and determine the 
reasons why, when, and by whom Jesus was arrested, tried, 
and crucified. It is even possible to propose, with the help of 
known astronomical data, the most likely date for the event, 
Friday, April 7, AD 30, corresponding to the eve of the Pass- 
over full moon. Other scholars may disagree and advance a dif- 
ferent date or shift the blame more onto the Jewish authorities 
than on the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, but the debate 
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will remain firmly set in the real world of history and law, Jew- 
ish and Roman. 

The story of the birth of Jesus is surrounded by thicker 
haze and is less solidly grounded in fact. The information relat- 
ing to time and space is more dubious, and legendary elements 
abound (virgin birth, miraculous star, angels, and dreams). 
Nonetheless it is hardly questionable that shortly before the 
death of Herod the Great, a Jewish boy was born in Bethlehem 
or Nazareth, who about thirty years later, following a brief 
public career, died on a cross and was buried not long after the 
fifteenth year (Ap 29) of the reign of the Roman emperor 
Tiberius. 

The Resurrection of Jesus, “on the third day” after his bur- 
ial, followed by his ascension to heaven on the same day or 
after forty days, is of a quite different nature. Unlike the cruci- 
fixion, it is an unparalleled phenomenon in history. Two types 
of extreme reactions are possible: faith or disbelief. 

My own standpoint will differ from either of these as I 
intend to act as a detective seeking, as I did in my previous 
studies, to investigate what the authors of the New Testament 
actually say in their writings, and not what interpretive Church 
tradition attributes to them. Unraveling the true meaning con- 
veyed by the evangelists, Paul, and the other authors of the 
Christian Scriptures, and illuminating it with what we know 
from the Old Testament and all the relevant Jewish and Greco- 
Roman literary and archaeological sources, is the purpose of 
this volume. Its aim is the construction of a tenable hypothe- 
sis, but ultimately it will be up to the readers to make up their 
minds. The dilemma they have to confront and resolve is how 


to reconcile the extreme importance ascribed to the Resurrec- 
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tion by Christianity with the very limited amount of interest 
in the subject discernible in the authentic teaching of Jesus. 
Not long ago an eminent Anglican churchman asked me 
what I was busying myself with, and when he heard that after 
The Passion and The Nativity I was writing a book on The Res- 
urrection, he sagaciously observed, “That seems to be the end 


of the story, except perhaps for the judgment.” 
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Prologue: 
Che Christian Notion of Resurrection and 
Its Historical Antecedents 


Resurrection is unquestionably one of the most important and 
intriguing concepts of the Christian faith. Saint Paul, to whom 
this religion owes more than to anyone else, leaves his readers 


in no doubt in this respect: 


If there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ has not been 
raised; if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain 
and your faith is in vain... If Christ has not been raised, your 
faith is futile. (1 Cor 15:13-14, 17) 


It is true to say that the emphasis laid on the notion of resur- 
rection, and the centrality it is accorded in the Church's teach- 
ing, are unparalleled in the religions of antiquity. In the 
Judaism of the Old Testament, resurrection made only a few 
late and foggy appearances, probably not before the end of the 
third century sc. It was not asserted definitely before the time 
of the Maccabean revolution in the 160s Bc, and even from 


then on its acceptance grew slowly and remained far from 
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universal. In its strict meaning, the revival of a corpse, it struck 
non-Jews in the Greco-Roman world as at best a nice dream, 
but more generally as folly (dementia), according to Pliny the 
Elder’s sharp remark. Even in the Acts of the Apostles of the 
New Testament, when Paul preached “the resurrection” in 
the Areopagus of Athens, most of his philosophically educated 
listeners, Stoics and Epicureans, simply poked fun at his “bab- 
bling” (Acts 17:18, 32). 

Resurrection, or more precisely, bodily resurrection, is def- 
initely a Jewish idea. It entails the corporeal revival of the 
dead, the reunification of the spiritual soul and the material 
body of a deceased person. In the Hebrew Bible, resurrection 
first appears as a metaphor, symbolizing the rebirth of the na- 
tion. It depicts according to the mystical vision of the prophet 
Ezekiel the figurative clothing with flesh of the dry bones of 
the people of Israel, and the blowing by God of the breath of 
life into the skeletal remains of a defeated, dispersed, and exiled 
nation. The resurrection of the dry bones indicates something 
different from spiritual survival. It is not to be confused with 
the Greek (Platonic) concept of the escape of the soul from the 
prison of the body to proceed toward the Elysian Fields of 
heaven. It is not identical with the eternal life of the spirit. 
This idea of liberation is a familiar feature of the writings of 
Hellenized Jews of the Diaspora, and the notion of eternal life 
without specifically implying a renewed presence of the body 
is also commonly attested in the Greek New Testament. These 
are ill-defined notions that must be handled with great care if 
confusion is to be avoided. 

Another setting for the resurrection of the dead is provided 


by the awesome and majestic image of the final judgment when, 
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at the end of the age known to man, Jewish and Christian reli- 
gious visionaries imagine a universal roll call of humanity by a 
blazing angelic trumpet. The dead will then be restored to 
their former bodies and face God or his representative, vari- 
ously called the Messiah, the Chosen One, or the Son of Man. 
The task of the Final Judge will be to separate the resurrected 
into righteous sheep and wicked goats, and assign them eternal 
reward or punishment. The righteous will be granted everlast- 
ing joy in the celestial abode, and the wicked will be cast into 
the endless torment of a fiery hell. This universal settlement 
of accounts is the final stage of the doctrinal development in 
Judaism. An earlier version of the resurrection of the dead en- 
visages only the revivification of the just, first and foremost 
the martyrs who in the course of a religious persecution have 
sacrificed their lives for the sake of heaven. As the later Jewish 
rabbis would put it, they accepted agony and violent death for 
“the sanctification of God's name.” In sum, resurrection pre- 
liminary to the great judgment pertains to eschatology, to the 
events at the end of times. This is tantamount to stating the ob- 
vious, namely that rising from the dead is alien to man’s 
normal, historical experience. 

While the Christian Church continues to proclaim belief in 
a universal resurrection and a new life in the age to come, it 
also firmly maintains that Jesus was raised from the dead in 
time past, on the third day after he had expired on the cross. In 
other words, the phenomenon of the dead Christ regaining life 
is claimed to have actually occurred in this world, before day- 
break on a Sunday, probably on April 9, Ap 30, if the dating of 
the crucifixion to the afternoon of Friday, April 7 of that year is 
accepted. This belief turns resurrection, previously envisaged 
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either as a metaphor or a future eschatological event, into a re- 
ality that occurred in a given place at a specific time. The basis 
of this innovative perception and the arguments supporting 
the resurrection belief will be scrutinized in the pages that fol- 
low, but in the meantime some further preliminary clarifica- 
tions are needed. 

In one sense, the Resurrection of Jesus is presented by the 
New Testament and the Church as a unique happening that 
can be dated and located. However, it is also linked to the es- 
chatological raising of the dead of which, in Saint Paul’s termi 
nology, Christ’s Resurrection constituted the “first fruits.” 
At the same time, according to the Old and New Testament 
sources, Jesus was not the only human being to rise from the 
dead. The Scriptures refer to the resurrection of other individ- 
uals. The Old Testament prophets Elijah and Elisha resusci- 
tated two children, and Jesus himself is reported to have 
brought back to life two others in the Synoptic Gospels (pp. 
84~85) and a third one, Lazarus, in John (p. 86), not to mention 
two further miraculous stories connected with Saint Peter and 
Saint Paul (pp. 87-88). The revival of a young bride in Rome 
credited to the first-century ap neo-Pythagorean holy man 
Apollonius of Tyana belongs to the same category. 

These stories about resurrection in general and the reviving 
of the dead by Jesus in particular will be examined in detail in 
part 2 of this book together with the doctrinal and theological 
considerations that fill the pages of the New Testament and es- 
pecially the letters of Saint Paul. To give one example, words 
dealing with resurrection figure no less than nineteen times in 
1 Corinthians, chapter 15. The opinion of the Jewish popula- 
tion of the late Second Temple period was more divided on the 
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subject. The Pharisees were the only wholehearted champions 
of belief in bodily resurgence. When the ancient rabbis took 
over the Pharisaic legacy after the destruction of the Temple of 
Jerusalem in ap 70, they provided a niche for the doctrine of 
the resurrection in the Mishnah, Talmud, Midrash, and Tar- 
gum, but their interest in the faith in resurrection was not as 
prominent and exuberant as that of their Christian contempo- 
raries. 

The present study is essentially devoted to the evidence re- 
lating to the doctrine of the resurrection developed in the New 
Testament. However, it is impossible to understand the Chris- 
tian Scriptures without first inspecting their sources and mod- 
els, the Hebrew Bible and early postbiblical Jewish literature, 
not only as far as the resurrection imagery itself is concerned, 
but also in a broader sense regarding the ideas of life and death 
and even the underworld where, according to the Christian 
creed, the dead Jesus descended before rising again on the 


third day. 
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A Bird’s-Eye View of Human Destiny 
in the Bible: From Lost Immortality 
to Resurrection 


ESURRECTION, THE REVERSAL OF DEATH, 
is presented by Christianity as the 
apogee of divine benevolence ob- 
tained for mankind by Jesus. Yet it is no more 
than the second best among the possible op- 
tions. Immortality, or escape from death, would 
have been the apex of all the goods, the dream 
of every human being ever since time began. 
The “myth” of the Creation, a sacred epic nar- 
rative included in chapters 2 and 3 of the bibli- 
cal Book of Genesis, was meant to explain the 
fundamental phenomena affecting humanity. It 
is an attempt to account in moral terms for 
death or the loss of immortality, while ancient 
pagan epics attribute it to the caprice or jeal- 
ousy of the gods. 
The divine Potter of the Hebrews fash- 


The Resurrection 


ioned out of the dust of the ground the first creature, Adam, 
and shaped for him a female partner to keep him happy. The 
Creator installed both Adam and Eve in the glorious Garden of 
Eden and freely supplied them with all their needs. Their life 
was an endless holiday with no obligation to work. They 
might, as it were, have lived happily forever in Paradise, mirac- 
ulously nourished by the fruits of the trees, among which 
stood the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge. Death does 
not seem to have played a part in the original divine plan. But 
the first couple spoiled their blessed destiny of a joyful and im- 
mortal future when they allowed the Devil or Serpent to lead 
them astray, and transgressed the single restrictive rule that 
God had imposed on them, the prohibition to eat the fruit of 
the Tree of Knowledge. 

The price they had to pay for what became in the theolog- 
ical jargon of the Church the original sin was not only the for- 
feiture of an endless insouciance, but also the inevitability of 
death. The divine sentence proclaimed: 


In the sweat of your face you shall eat bread till you return to the 
ground, for out of it you were taken; you are dust and to dust you 
shall return. (Gen 3:19) 


Later Jewish tradition and Pauline Christianity sought to ap- 
portion the blame for the loss of immortality between three 
protagonists: the Devil, Adam, and Eve. The male chauvinist 
author of Genesis and the similarly inspired Jewish sage of the 
early second century sc, Jesus ben Sira, pointed the finger at 
Eve; she was the first to taste the forbidden fruit and enticed 


Adam to do the same. “From a woman sin had its beginning 
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and because of her we all die,” lamented ben Sira two centuries 
before Jesus (Ecclus 24:25). A little later, the author of the 
Greek Book of Wisdom philosophically assigned the primary 
guilt for the mortal fate borne by mankind to Satan, the source 
of all evil: “Through the devil’ s envy death entered the world” 
(Wis 2:24). But in the eyes of Saint Paul, Adam, the forefather 
of the human race, bore full responsibility for the misery in- 
flicted on his children: “Sin came into the world through one 
man and death through sin” (Rom 5:12). Nevertheless, the first 
man was seen by the apostle Paul as the prototype of Christ, 
the last Adam, who remedied through his Resurrection from the’ 
dead the lethal harm caused by the first Adam’s foolishness. 

Unlike the Jews of the Old Testament period, the inhabi- 
tants of ancient Mesopotamia seem to have refused simply to 
accept their mortal destiny. In the famous Epic of Gilgamesh, 
the age-old creation myth of the peoples living in the lands be- 
tween the Tigris and the Euphrates, the hero Gilgamesh, first 
faced with death when he lost his friend Enkidu, set out at 
once in search of the secret of immortality. But Utnapishtim, 
the Noah of the Babylonian flood legend, whom the gods 
spared from death as a reward for his saving from drowning the 
world and its inhabitants, declined to divulge the precious 
mystery. So Gilgamesh and the people after him had to acqui- 
esce in their mortal condition. The traffic into the Mesopo- 
tamian underworld was one-way only—it was a “land of no 
return”—and the same is true of the infernal region of the 
Bible and the Hades of the Greeks. “Those who go down to 
Sheol do not come up,” Scripture tells us (Job 7:9). 

For a long period the biblical Israelites accepted that the 


common lot of mankind consisted in a gloomy, sleepy, semi 


i 


he Resurrection 


conscious, and chilly endless existence in the abode of the dead. 
Apart from one allusion in the New Testament to Christ's 
preaching to the spirits jailed in the netherworld, and unlike 
the Mesopotamian and Greek myths of the descent of various 
deities and heroes to Hades, Jewish tradition never describes 
any visit to the subterranean land of Sheol. The First Book of 
Enoch, where the antediluvian patriarch is shown the country 
of the dead, is a strange exception (see p. 37). In mainstream 
Jewish thought through the Old Testament period down to 
the beginning of the second century sc, all the humans of past 
ages were viewed as inheriting a diminished, joyless subsis- 
tence in a land of darkness into which they entered through 
the grave. God was consigned to oblivion in this “land of for- 
getfulness” (Ps 88:12). He was unreachable among the shades; 
they neither worshiped him, nor could count on his helping 
hand. The various pagan religions honored underworld deities, 
rulers of the realm of the dead: Nergal, Tammuz, and Ereshki- 
gal in Mesopotamia, Hades and Persephone among the Greeks, 
and Pluto and Proserpina among the Romans. Jewish mono- 
theism excluded this possibility and Sheol was in consequence 
a religionless, even God-less place: “From the dead, as from one 
who does not exist, thanksgiving has ceased” (Ecclus 17:28). 
This gloomy outlook on the destiny of the deceased— 
stoically accepted with blind resignation as the will of God— 
had a fortunate positive sequel: a renewed appreciation of this 
world with the recognition of the priceless religious potential 
of time. The true Creator was the God of the living, and in the 
healthy realism of the ancient Hebrews religiousness could find 


expression only on this side of the grave. Hence the dream of 
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the biblical Israelites, especially in the pre-exilic age—before 
the sixth century sc—was to enjoy a God-fearing, long, and 
happy life amid their families and expect at the end, having 
reached the fullness of years, to join peacefully their predeces- 
sors in the ancestral tomb. According to the standard formula 
of the Old Testament, the Jewish kings “went to sleep with 
their fathers” and were buried in the royal mausoleum. Prior to 
this pious reunion, only those who were “alive and well,” rich 
or poor, kings or servants, had a chance to “sing the Lord’s 
praises” (Ecclus 17:28). 

During the years of the Babylonian exile the idea of re- 
newed existence suddenly sprang up on the national level fol- 
lowing the loss of Jewish independence in 587 sc. The prophet 
Ezekiel’s mystical vision of the revival of dry bones symbolized 
the resurrection from the dead of the people of Israel, really or 
figuratively slain by the armies of Nebuchadnezzar, king of Ba- 
bel. But in addition to the aspiration for collective renaissance 
we can find signs in post-exilic writings which show that indi- 
viduals, too, yearned for escape from Sheol. In addition to 
man’s innate dread of death and its consequences, the urge for 
flight from the underworld derived from the religious persons’ 
desire to go on praising, worshiping, and giving thanks to the 
Lord. The Psalmist personified the devout Jew imagining him- 
self in Sheol, and proclaiming there his wish to love God and 
confess his faith even beyond the grave. Did he just dream of a 
prolonged new life after death? No doubt, many of these excla- 
mations can be explained as prayers uttered by the sick for de- 
liverance from premature death, but occasionally the poet's 
eyes appear to transcend the perspective of the present life: 
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Nevertheless I am continually with Thee; 

Thou dost hold my right hand. 

Thou dost guide me with thy counsel 

and afterwards thou wilt receive me to glory... 

My flesh and my heart may fail, 

but God is the rock of my heart and my portion for ever. 
(Ps 73:23-24, 26) 


Moreover, the traditional view that in the hereafter all will be 
treated as equals is replaced by a new vision with a distinction 
between the righteous and the wicked prevailing, even in the 
land of the dead. Sheol is the home of the fools; only they are 
there to stay. But for the devout a ray of hope will shine: “God 
will ransom my soul... for he will receive me” (Ps 49:14-15). 
By contrast, the Jews who have lived a devout life will reside 
with the Patriarchs. They will be brought to Abraham's 
bosom, to use a rabbinic phrase (behiqgo shel Abraham), the an- 
tiquity of which is guaranteed by its appearance in the New 
Testament (Lk 16:22). In short, during the centuries following 
the Babylonian exile, an image different from death's dreamless 
sleep flickers over the Jewish religious horizon. 

This new outlook developed along two separate paths in 
the post-exilic period (after 539 Bc). It found its first formula- 
tion during the latter part of the third century and gained 
strength in the course of the second and first centuries Bc. It is 
attested on the one hand in the Hebrew Bible in the little 
Apocalypse inserted into the Book of Isaiah (chapters 23-27) 
and in chapter 12 of Daniel, and in the Book of Wisdom of 


Solomon among the Greek Apocrypha in the Septuagint on 
the other hand. 
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In Hebrew thought, victory over Sheol was revealed in the 
reanimation of the dead bodies of the righteous. The author of 
the Apocalypse of Isaiah rejoices: “Thy dead shall live, their 
corpses shall rise, O dwellers in the dust, awake and sing for 
joy” {Isa 26:19). The wicked rulers of past ages would reap de- 
struction as their just deserts, and their memory be blotted out 
forever (Isa 26:13-14). In this vision, resurrection is envisaged 
as the reward reserved for the just. At the next stage, in the 
Book of Daniel, it became universal and was followed by divine 


judgment remunerating the good and annihilating the godless: 


And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, 
some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting 


contempt. (Dan 12:2) 


However, besides the Palestinian Jewish concept of the re- 
stored unity of body and soul, the reawakening of the “sleep- 
ers in the dust,” Hellenized Jews, such as the author of the 
Greek Wisdom of Solomon, shunned the idea of a renewed 
bond between the soul and the body and preferred to envisage 
the immortality of afterlife as the liberation of the spirit from 
the prison or the “earthly tent” of the flesh (Wis 9:15). 

The idea of an afterlife victorious over Sheol, be it through 
the resurrection of the body or the deliverance of the immortal 
soul, was not universally embraced by the Jews at the turn of 
the era. As we shall see, it was a belief characteristic of the 
Pharisees in the age of Jesus, but the Sadducees, the conserva- 
tive priestly aristocracy of the late Second Temple period, 
firmly adhered to the traditional concept of the finality of 
death. “Do not forget, there is no coming back,” declared Jesus 
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ben Sira, who also testified to having a quasi-fatalistic outlook: 
“This is the end for all flesh decreed by the Lord” (Ecclus 
38:21; 41:4). 

It is in this context of contradictions that we will have to 
confront the New Testament statements regarding the Resur- 
rection of Jesus.and of his followers from the dead. However, 
before envisaging these lofty ideas, we will need a deeper grasp 
of ancient Judaism’s perception of death with its sequels—the 
grave, Sheol, and afterlife—as reflected in the literary legacy of 
the Jewish inhabitants of the Greco-Roman world. 
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Death and Its Sequels in Ancient Judaism: 
Paving the Way for Resurrection 


OMETIMES ONE CAN BE FORGIVEN FOR 

stating the obvious: no one can be resur- 

rected unless he has died first. Conse- 
quently, before reflecting on the meaning of 
resurrection, we must grasp what cessation of 
life signified to Jews two thousand years ago. 
With this in mind, let us focus on the blurred 
and sketchy pictures of death, the grave, and 
the underworld (Sheol). In fact, without a full 
understanding of these concepts we cannot 
even begin to perceive what the early Chris 
tian writers triéd to convey when they told 
their readers about Christ's rising from the 
dead. Here are the details transmitted by the 
New Testament. Jesus died on the cross. His 
body was immediately buried in a tomb. Some 
forty hours later several women friends came to 


Ghe Resurrection 


complete the funeral rites, but the anointing of his body had to 
be postponed because of the onset of the Sabbath. Between 
death and Resurrection, Jesus in spirit descended to the under- 
world to preach to the spirits imprisoned there. On the third 
day after his death, his resurrected body appeared to his apos- 
tles, although they first believed it was a ghost. 

For the religious Jew of the biblical age, life originated with 
the spirit breathed by God into the first human shape that ac- 
cording to Genesis he had made of dust or clay. As a result 
Adam became a nephesh hayah, a “living soul,” an animated be- 
ing. When this breath of life departs, the living being turns 
into a “dead soul,” a nephesh met. The person remains identifi- 
ably the same, but starts a different, diminished, inferior state 
of existence. 

Out of respect for the deceased person, his relatives washed, 
clothed, and buried the body. In earlier times no coffins were 
used. Embalming, an Egyptian custom, is not attested in the 
Jewish Bible except for the patriarchs Jacob and Joseph, who 
died in Egypt (Gen 50:2, 26). By New Testament times, in con- 
nection with Jesus, reference is made to the application of spices 
to the body (Mk 16:1; Lk 24:1) and more specifically a large 
quantity of myrrh mixed with aloes is mentioned (Jn 19:39). 

An unburied corpse left for prey to birds and scavenging 
dogs was seen as the worst fate that could await a man. It is al- 
luded to in the curse of Deuteronomy 28:26, pronounced on 
those unfaithful to the covenant: “Your dead body shall be 
food for all the birds of the air, and for the beasts of the earth, 
and there shall be none to frighten them away.” The duty of 
the living, in the first instance the sons of the dead person, was 
to lay the body to rest. They buried it in the ground or de- 
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posited it in a natural or man-made rock cavity, the opening of 
which was protected against intruders by a heavy stone. Per- 
sons of means were placed in family tombs like the Hebrew pa- 
triarchs in the cave of Macpelah, near Hebron. Sarah was 
buried there by Abraham, Abraham by his sons, Isaac and Ish- 
mael, Isaac by Esau and Jacob, and Jacob by Joseph, who re- 
patriated the remains of his father from Egypt to Canaan. 
About the end of the Old Testament period and in the age 
of Jesus, wealthy Jews constructed elaborate funerary monu- 
ments, often decorated and bearing commemorative inscriptions 
of the dead. Some of the rock tombs contained an antechamber 
where the body remained until the flesh had decomposed. Then 
the bones were collected and placed in containers, mostly made 
of limestone and known as ossuaries or bone boxes. The name 
of the deceased was often scratched or engraved on them and 
they were kept in rock chambers inside the tomb. The en- 
trance of the tomb, as it is attested also in the case of Jesus, was 
closed with a large round stone. According to the Gospel of 
Mark (Mk 16:3), the women who visited Jesus’ grave at dawn 
on the Sunday after the crucifixion anxiously asked themselves 
whether they would be strong enough to roll the stone away. 
In ancient Judaism’s cultic dichotomy of the ritually pure 
and impure, dead bodies and everything associated with them 
belonged to the domain of the unclean and had to be kept at a 
definite distance from anything or anybody associated with the 
holiness of the divine. Since a corpse was as it were contagious, 
those entrusted with worship had to avoid contact with it. 
Hence Jewish Temple personnel (Lev 21:1-4), like the priest and 
the Levite in the parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk 10:30-36), 
as well as the Nazirite votaries committed to the strictest 
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adherence to purity rules (Num 6:6-7), were forbidden to 
touch a dead body and even to attend funerals except when the 
dead was a very near kin (father or mother, a son or a daughter, 
a brother, or an unmarried sister). The effect of uncleanness 
was temporary; it lasted one week and could be removed by 
means of two ritual purificatory baths, one on the third and the 
other on the seventh day. The Bible orders that a person con- 
demned to death by a court should be buried on the day of his 
execution before sunset (Dt 21:22-23), as happened to Jesus, 
too. It may be taken for granted that the same rule applied in 
cases of natural death as well. All the regulations relating to 
dealings with dead bodies derive from the demands of primi- 
tive hygiene in a country of hot climate. 

For most Jews of the Old Testament period—the excep- 
tions belong to the last two hundred years of the pre-Christian 
era and to the first century av—the grave marked the final end 
of a man’s story. Death was seen as inescapable and universal 
or almost, the two biblical exceptions being the antediluvian 
patriarch Enoch and the prophet Elijah. Death is portrayed as 
the shepherd of all humans whose flock is destined for the 
underworld (Ps 49:14). Death is “the way of all the earth”; it 
cuts down the greatest like King David (1 Kings 2:1) just as it 
does the humble poor man. They all share the unending “sleep 
of death” (Ps 13:3). Before the idea of resurrection was first 
mooted, the poetic author of the Book of Job wrote: 


But man dies and is laid low; 
man breathe his last, and where is he?... 


Man lies down and rises not again, 
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till the heavens are no more he will not awake, 
or be roused out of his sleep. (Job 14:10-12) 


For the down-to-earth Jew of the biblical era, death was sim- 
ply the common heritage of all the living: Christians brought 
up on the idea of resurrection and heavenly (or infernal) after- 
life may be shocked to the core by the casualness of the biblical 
sage: 


For the fate of the sons of men and the fate of the beasts is the 
same; one dies, so dies the other. They all have the same breath; 
and man has no advantage over the beasts ... All go to one place; 


all are from the dust, and all turn to dust again. (Eccl 3:19-20) 


Being laid to rest in the grave, the “dead soul” begins a new, 
transformed, and final stage of existence in the underworld, 
the Sheol of the Bible, identical with the Hades of the Greeks. 
Sheol was imagined to be in the depths of the earth, the oppo- 
site of high heaven (Isa 7:11), a land of doom, chaos, and deep 
darkness, from where there is no return (Job 10:21-22). Sheol 
is compared to a fortified city whose gates are locked and re- 
inforced with iron bars. 

Two great poets, the prophets Isaiah and Ezekiel, offer 
highly colorful and picturesque descriptions of the entry of 
dead persons, the king of Babylon and the king of Egypt, to the 
underworld. The all-powerful sovereign of Babylon is taunted 
on his arrival in Sheol by the vanquished kings whose remains 
lie in peace in their tombs, while the body of the Babylonian 


tyrant is cast away and trodden underfoot. 
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Sheol beneath is stirred up to meet you when you come, 
it rouses the shades, to greet you... 

all who were kings of the nations. 

All of them will speak and say to you: 

“You have become as weak as we! 

You have become like us!” 

Your pomp is brought down to Sheol, 

the sound of your harps; 

maggots are the bed beneath you, 

and worms are your covering. (Isa 14:9-11) 


On earth, even the trees exult: “The cypresses rejoice at you, 
the cedars of Lebanon, saying, “Since you were laid low, no 
hewer comes up against us’ ™ (Isa 14:8). Sheol is the great equal- 
izer, Ezekiel tells us. Even the proud Pharaoh of Egypt is fi- 
nally cut down by the Lord God and brought low there in the 
midst of all the fallen peoples (Ezek 32:19-32). 

In biblical Jewish thought the dead do not vanish and turn 
into nothingness. They become emptied and weakened shades 
(the rephaim) who, incapable of producing normal sounds, com- 
municate with hushed squeaks: 


Your voice shall come from the ground like the voice of a ghost, 
and your speech shall whisper out of the ground. (Isa 29:4) 


Ancient Jewish magic and superstition offered a means to com- 
municate with the inhabitants of Sheol. Ghosts were thought 
to possess knowledge potentially useful to the living as long as 
the latter found a way to contact them by means of necromancy 


entailing the use of a medium or a wizard. Necromancy is pro- 
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hibited by Mosaic Law under pain of death by stoning (Lev 
20:27). Yet the Torah notwithstanding, the practice survived, 
and a fascinating account about King Saul summoning up the 
recently deceased prophet Samuel with the help of a medium 
illustrated both necromancy and the ancient Jewish ideas 
about a shade or ghost (’ ov). 

Necromancy is a subdivision of the art of obtaining secret 
information that exceeds ordinary human faculties. The first Is- 
raelite ruler, Saul, intent on reading the future when he had 
to engage in combat with the Philistines, found that the per- 
mitted media (dreams, divination by the priestly Urim, and 
prophecy) were useless. So he got hold of one of the rare clan- 
destine necromancers still in the country after his earlier royal 
decree of expulsion of all the mediums and wizards. This 
woman from the village of Endor obeyed the king’s order to 
bring up Samuel from Sheol. She saw his spirit, referred to as 
“a god” (elohim), rising out of the earth looking like an old man 
wrapped in a robe. Saul recognized him as the prophet Samuel. 
The shade complained about being “disturbed,” woken up from 
his sleep, and in his bad-tempered mood shattered the king’s 
last hope by announcing that the next day Saul himself, to- 
gether with his sons and the whole army of Israel, would join 
Samuel in the kingdom of the dead (1 Sam 28:8-19). The two 
main points that emerge from this story are that the shade sum- 
moned from Sheol was believed to have kept his recognizable 
shape, that of “an old man,” his individuality, and to some ex- 
tent his ability to think and communicate with others. Out- 
wardly he appeared just as he was prior to his death, and Saul 
had no doubt about whom he was facing. The apparitions of 
the risen Jesus differ from that of Saul. Neither his disciples 
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nor Mary Magdalene are said to have recognized him until he 
identified himself to them. Nevertheless, notwithstanding their 
surviving intellectual ability, the shades prefer to remain un- 
disturbed and enjoy the deep sleep of death. 

How did the idea of Sheol affect the outlook on life of the 
pious Jew? Absence of a second chance invested life on earth 
with a unique value. All good things happen to man between 
his birth and his death, and the practice of religion is restricted 
to the here and now. Since only the living thank God (Isa 
38:19), the days of this life are priceless. As reward for piety 
was expected before death, a kind of religious hedonism, con- 
sisting of eating, drinking, and taking pleasure, was preached 
by the wise men of the Old Testament (Eccl 3:13). In lieu of 
mortification and asceticism, the Bible fully encourages the 
Jew to take delight in his days. 


Go, eat your bread with enjoyment, 

and drink your wine with a merry heart; 

for God has already approved what you do. 

Let your garments be always white; 

let not oil be lacking on your head. 

Enjoy life with the wife you love, 

all the days of your vain life, 

which he has given you under the sun. 

Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your might; 
for there is no work or thought or knowledge 

or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going. (Eccl 9:7-10) 


Ecclesiastes, anticipating Horace’s carpe diem, preached a kind 
of Epicurean philosophy approved and blessed by God. Yet 
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while such an exclusive value placed on everyday existence 
strengthened practical religion through emphasis on the ser- 
vice of God by the sanctification of every single act of life, it 
necessarily contained also a seed of discontent. A man with 
eyes to see could not help noticing that the principle under- 
lying biblical Judaism would not withstand scrutiny. After all, 
the devout observer of all the precepts of the God-given Torah 
was not invariably rewarded, nor was the constant lawbreaker 
always chastised. Contrary to the assertion of Proverbs 3:33, 
the Lord’s curse was not perpetually on the house of the 
wicked, and he did not continuously bless the abode of the 
righteous. Could one really believe in the splendid divine 
proclamation of Deuteronomy? 


If you obey the commandments of the Lord, ... you shall live and 
multiply and the Lord God will bless you... But if your heart 
turns away,... you shall perish... I have set before you life and 
death, blessing and curse; therefore choose life, that you and your 
descendants may live, loving the Lord your God,... for that 
means life to you and length of days, that you may dwell in 
the land which the Lord swore to your fathers... to give them. 
(Dt 30:16-20) 


The wise man knew from experience that real life did not mir- 
ror the ideals sketched by the lawgiver. Good health, peace, 
and divine protection were not necessarily the wages of the 
law-abiding Jew. We need only to read the sapiential and 
prophetic books of the Bible to discover that the devout were 
frequently sick, penniless, and abused while the godless led a 


carefree and luxurious existence. The Psalmist’s complaint, 
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“How long shall the wicked exult?” (Ps 94:3) was echoed by 
Jeremiah’s indignation, “Why does the way of the wicked 
prosper? Why do all who are treacherous thrive” (Jer 12:1)? 

Ecclesiastes and Job went further and attacked head-on the 
official preaching of Deuteronomy about the mandatory pros- 
perity of the virtuous and the inescapable comeuppance of the 
sinners. The sage Ecclesiastes phlegmatically remarked: “In my 
vain life I have seen everything; there is a righteous man who 
perishes in his righteousness, and there is a wicked man who 
prolongs his life in evil-doing” (Eccl 3:15). Job, on the other 
hand, the prototype of the traditional idea of the religious man, 
rebelled with dramatic acuity. He was blessed by God, had 
seven sons and three daughters, 7,000 sheep, 3,000 camels, 500 
yoke of oxen, 500 she-asses, and innumerable servants. Then all 
of a sudden he lost everything, possessions and children, and 
on top of it all he was inflicted with a horrible and painful skin 
disease. Yet despite his misery, he continued to praise and wor- 
ship God. His friends tried to demonstrate that he must have 
done something wrong, but Job tenaciously went on protesting 
his innocence. Even though at the end of the story an editor of 
the book endeavored to defend the status quo by restoring Job 
to his former condition, giving him another seven sons and 
three daughters, and doubling his original wealth, he could not 
remove the large question mark placed by the poetic author 
against the accepted formulation of the traditional religious 
wisdom. 

The weakness of this formulation was further stressed 
when in the exilic age the idea of the vicarious punishment of 
sins was attacked by the prophets Jeremiah and Ezekiel. They 
both cited the proverb “The fathers have eaten sour grapes, 
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and the children’s teeth are set on edge” (Jer 31:29; Ezek 18:2), 
implying that innocent later generations could be chastised for 
the wrongdoings of their elders. They declared it untenable 
and insisted on personal responsibility: “Behold, all souls are 
mine; the soul of the father as well as the soul of the son is 
mine: the soul that sins shall die” (Ezek 18:4; see Jer 31:30). 

Contradictory attitudes stood side by side for a while un- 
til an unprecedented historical phenomenon, martyrdom, re- 
inforced the doubts of thinking Jews. Jews of the Maccabean 
period showed a willingness to sacrifice their lives rather than 
deny their faith. Their death was not a punishment for betrayal 
of the Law; on the contrary, they died because of their attach- 
ment to it, and this revolutionary novelty opened the door to 
a fresh representation of afterlife, envisaged henceforth either 
as the survival of the immortal soul or as the resurrection of the 
body. 

However, before turning the searchlights on the question 
of the resurrection expected at the end of times, we ought to 
cast an eye on the exceptions listed in the Bible and postbibli- 
cal Jewish literature concerning the revivification of the dead 
or escape from the underworld by means of divinely engi- 


neered assumption or ascension to heaven. 
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Resurrection and Ascension of Jesus 


HILE THE HEBREW BIBLE MAINTAINS 

that death and Sheol are the un- 

avoidable destiny of mankind, it 
nevertheless records a few exceptions to the 
rule, and postbiblical Jewish literature slightly 
lengthens the list by adding two further cases. 
One escape route from the perpetual sleep of 
the underworld was through a recall to life 
soon after a man’s last breath, before, as it were, 
he had time to reach Sheol and settle in it. As- 
sumption or ascension with the help of God 
was another means to get away from Sheol. 
Both the concepts of revivification and rising 
above the human sphere are significant for the 
student of the New Testament. The former ex- 
emplifies the reanimations recorded in the New 


Testament, and the latter serves as a prototype 
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of Jesus’ ascent to heaven depicted by Luke in his Gospel and 
the Acts of the Apostles and stated also in the longer ending 
of Mark. 

The resuscitation of a recently deceased person may be clas- 
sified as the highest achievement of religious healing. The Book 
of Kings recounts how the wonderworking prophets Elijah and 
Elisha brought back to life two young boys, children of the 
widow from Zarephath and of a wealthy woman of Shunem, 
both generous benefactresses of the prophets. The method of 
raising the dead is similar in both cases and consists not just in 
words of command or bodily contact, but in a kind of total 
identification with them in order to reintroduce breath into 
corpses by means of a shamanistic kiss of life. 

In the case of the son of the widow from Zarephath, Elijah 
laid the boy on his bed and stretched himself on him three 
times; as a result, the child was revived (1 Kings 17:17-22). Ac- 
cording to the Greek version of the passage, instead of stretch- 
ing himself on the boy, the prophet breathed thrice on him. 
The Aramaic translation is equivocal as the verb employed can 
mean either to stretch himself or to sneeze. The resuscitation 
of the son of the Shunemite woman by Elisha is more colorfully 
sketched. First Gehazi, Elisha’s servant, is dispatched to revive 
him by waving above the boy the prophet’s staff, but this is of 
no avail. Next, Elisha lowers himself on the child and touches 
with his mouth, eyes, and hands the mouth, eyes, and hands of 
the boy, seeking to warm up his body. Then he stretches him- 
self on him once more and the child returns to life after sneez- 
ing seven times (2 Kings 4:18-37). 

In both episodes the narrators purport to convey stories of 
real revivals that occurred in time and space. The boys were 
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dead, but thanks to the intervention of the prophets began to 
live again. The author of Ecclesiasticus, singing the Praises of 
Famous Men, expressly notes that Elijah “raised a corpse” and 
brought it back from Hades (Ecclus 48:5). One would expect 
the heroes of such events to become notorious, but no detail re- 
lating to their later life has been preserved either in the Bible 
or in postbiblical sources. They, like the individuals resusci- 
tated by Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels and Saint Paul in the 
Acts of the Apostles, promptly disappear from the scene. 

Elisha’s name is linked to another case of miraculous resur- 
rection, but it is attributed not to the living prophet, but to as 
it were his relics, his bones buried in a cave. According to the 
biblical account of the story, members of a funeral procession, 
while trying to escape a band of marauders, cast into Elisha’ s 
tomb the body they were carrying to the burial place. But as 
soon as it touched the prophet’s remains, it miraculously re- 
vived and walked away (2 Kings 13:20-21). Flavius Josephus 
(AD 3'7-c. 100) recounts essentially the same tale, except that in 
his version the man was murdered by the robbers and his body 
was thrown by them into the prophet’s grave (Ant. { Jewish 
Antiquities} 9:183). In his vignette dedicated to Elisha, ben 
Sira also puts into relief the prophet’s wonderworking powers. 

“Nothing was too hard for him, and when he was dead, his 
body prophesied. As in his life he did wonders, so in death his 
deeds were marvelous” (Ecclus 48:13-14). 

In sum, it should be stated that in the framework of popular 
prophetic Judaism, in which the curing of the sick occupied an 
important place, the phenomenon of resurrection, the restora- 
tion to life of a person recently deceased, in no way appeared 
to be out of place. 
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Besides resurrection, ascension or assumption, a miraculous 
transfer of the deceased to the supraterrestrial world, provides 
another way to be exempted from the common fate of human- 
kind. A person may be translated, bypassing death completely 
or after a quasi-instantaneous revival that follows departure 
from among the living. Prior to Jesus, the Hebrew Bible lists 
two cases of direct transfer, Enoch and Elijah, and Jewish tra- 
dition adds a further two, Moses and Isaiah, with the differ- 
ence that their elevation happens after death. 

The assumption of the antediluvian patriarch Enoch is 
alluded to in mysterious, elliptic style in Genesis 5:24: “And 
Enoch walked with God; and he was not, for God took him.” 
In the earliest comment on the verse we are told that it was on 
account of his righteous behavior that God took Enoch to him- 
self. Ben Sira stresses the patriarch’s piety: “Enoch pleased the 
Lord” (Ecclus 44:16), and so do also the Septuagint and the Tar- 
gums of Gen 5:24: “Enoch was well pleasing to God” (LXX); 
“Enoch walked in the fear of the Lord” (Onkelos); “Enoch 
served before God in truth” (Fragmentary Tg, Ps.-Jonathan and 
Neofiti). However, a later rabbinic view contests this positive 
assessment and asserts that the name of Enoch was inscribed in 
the scroll of the wicked and that this was why God had taken 
him, or that he was sometimes good and sometimes bad, so God 
decided to snatch him while he was righteous (GenR 25:1). 

The second half of the biblical verse, “and he was not, for 
God took him,” is explained by some as the transfer of the liv- 
ing Enoch from among “the sons of men” (Jub. 4:23) or from 
“the inhabitants of the earth” (Ps.-Jon. on Gen 5:24) toa far dis- 
tant place, “beyond the land of Parwaim” (1QGen. Ap. 2:23), 
or to “the ends of the earth” (1 En 106:8), where his son 
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Methuselah was able to visit him. However, according to Ju- 
bilees 4:23 he was carried by angels to the “garden of Eden,” a 
place of ill-defined location, possibly lying somewhere between 
heaven and earth. A second interpretation firmly sets Enoch in 
the celestial realm. The Slavonic Enoch or the Second Book of 
Enoch makes its hero visit the seven heavens, and Targum 
Ps.-Jonathan (Gen 5:24) portrays him as elevated to the firma- 
ment to act as God's secretary, named Metatron, “great scribe.” 
Irrespective of the explanation one adopts, Jewish Bible exege- 
sis and folklore identify Enoch as the first human to be spared 
from a descent to the underworld. He needed no resurrection 
as he was transferred alive to Paradise, or heaven. 

The biblical narrator also describes the elevation to the 
celestial sphere of the living prophet Elijah, witnessed by his 
disciple Elisha, who had inherited his spirit and his miracle- 
working mantle. Elijah rose upward in a chariot of fire drawn 
by fiery horses in the midst of a whirlwind. Josephus, generally 
inclined to play down the miraculous in Scripture, prefers to 
speak of the disappearance of Elijah and Enoch rather than 
their ascension to heaven (Ant. 9:28), and even the Greek Bible 
puts an “as it were” before stating that Elijah was lifted on 
high. 

Biblical and postbiblical Jewish tradition maintains the re- 
ality of Elijah’s elevation as it attributes to the returning 
prophet an important eschatological function, the preparation 
of the day of the Lord by reconciling fathers and children (Mal 
4:5; Ecclus 48:10). Indeed, Jesus himself was associated by some 
of his contemporaries with the new Elijah (Mk 8:27; Mt 16:14; 
Lk 9:19), and the evangelists themselves acknowledged John 
the Baptist as Elijah redivivus (Mk 1:2; Mt 11:10; Lk 7:27). 
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Further biblical figures credited with assumption or ascen- 
sion in postbiblical Judaism are Moses and Isaiah. In the case 
of Moses, Deuteronomy 34:5 expressly asserts that he actually 
died after he had been permitted to view the Promised Land 
from the top of Mount Nebo in Transjordan. According to the 
Bible, no human eyes witnessed the end of Moses, and it was 
God who buried the Lawgiver in a secret place known only to 
himself. Without specifying their identity, the Greek Bible at- 
tributes the laying to rest of Moses not to God alone, but to an 
anonymous plurality: “and they buried him.” Later tradition 
suggests that angels performed part of the ceremony. The New 
Testament in turn alludes to a fight between Satan and the 
archangel Michael for the body of Moses (Jude 9) and the 
Pseudo-Jonathan Targum (Dt 34:6) colorfully depicts the fu- 
neral rites of the Lawgiver. The chief angels Michael and 
Gabriel prepared the bed decorated with diamonds and pre- 
cious stones; Metatron, Yophiel, Uriel, and Yephiphiah placed 
the body of Moses on it; and God carried the bed to its resting 
place in the valley four miles away opposite Beth-peor. How- 
ever, according to the Church Father Origen, a Jewish writ- 
ing, dating to the first century ap, follows up the burial with 
Moses’ transfer to heaven. The proof derives from the title of 
the work, The Assumption of Moses, but unfortunately the 
end of the story is missing from the single Latin manuscript 
that has preserved this apocryphon. The implication is that af- 
ter it had been laid to rest by the angels and God, the body of 
Moses was revived and lifted up to heaven. 

There is no biblical evidence describing the death and the 
afterlife of the prophet Isaiah, but rabbinic tradition knows 
about his murder. Fleeing from the wicked king of Israel, 
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Manasseh, Isaiah concealed himself in a hole within a cedar 
tree, but the king ordered the tree together with the prophet 
inside it to be sawn in two (ySanh 28c; bYeb 49b). An apoc- 
ryphon, the Ascension of Isaiah, written by a Jewish author in 
the first century ap and reworked by a Christian editor, re- 
counts that after his execution, the prophet journeyed upward, 
as Enoch did before him, and was led by an angel through the 
seven heavens (chapters 7-9). 

In sum, pre-Christian Judaism was aware of some peculiar 
cases where death was not the end of the story for certain im- 
portant individuals. We are not told what happened to the two 
children resurrected by Elijah and Elisha, but if their revival 
was seen as temporary, they would have the unique quality of 
having experienced death twice. Moses and Isaiah, like Jesus, 
are portrayed as passing through death, resurrection, and as- 
cension, whereas Enoch and Elijah are depicted as bypassing 


death and experiencing only ascension without resurrection. 
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Late Second Temple Judaism 


N 168 BC, ANTIOCHUS IV EPIPHANES, THE 

Hellenistic king of the Seleucid dynasty 

who ruled over Syria and Judea, set out to 
invade the rival Hellenistic Kingdom of the 
Ptolemies in Egypt, but his plans were frus- 
trated by the intervention of the Roman fleet, 
dispatched by the Senate to put an end to the 
expansionist plans of the Seleucids. Humiliated 
and compelled to retreat from Alexandria, An- 
tiochus turned his fury on the unsympathetic 
Jews, and after massacring the population of 
Jerusalem and pillaging the city, he decided to 
blot out the Jewish religion altogether. The 
Temple of Jerusalem was transformed into a 
sanctuary of Zeus. Every act of Jewish cult 
was abolished, and the observance of the Law, 
including the commandments relating to the 
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Sabbath and to the circumcision of boys, was prohibited 
(x Mac 1:41-51; 2 Mac 6:1-2). Those Jews who refused to com- 
ply were subjected to torture, and if they resisted, they were 
put to death. 

The Second Book of the Maccabees portrays the heroic 
self-sacrifice of the ninety-year-old Jew, Eleazar, and of seven 
brothers who together with their mother preferred to surrender 
their lives rather than transgress the Torah by eating swine flesh. 
Thus Jewish teachers found themselves for the first time faced 
with the idea of martyrdom. The new circumstances resulting 
from religious persecution affected the accepted attitudes con- 
cerning life and death. Commonly held wisdom maintained that 
the pious could expect a long and happy life. How then was one 
to interpret its denial by God to the eminently devout, those 
who went so far as to sacrifice their existence in order to remain 
faithful to the commandments of the Law of Moses? 

The records of Jewish history of the Second Temple period 
testify to a twofold attempt made during the last couple of cen- 
turies of the pre-Christian era to resolve this painful dilemma, 
and discover a way to recompense the righteous whose life had 
been cut short unjustly by God. Palestinian Jews came up with 
the idea of bodily resurrection, while their brethren in the 
Greek-speaking Diaspora opted along Platonic lines for immot- 
tality of the liberated soul, enjoying divine bliss after escaping 
from the ephemeral and corruptible body. 

The revival of individuals after their death had figura- 
tive antecedents. In the family, children succeeded parents and 
made life continue. At the national level, the defeat and oppres- 


sion inflicted on the Jewish people by their enemies and the 
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eventual exile of Israel from its ancestral land are compared in 
the poetic and metaphorical language of the Old Testament 
prophets to striking, wounding, and killing, and the divine 
help that followed as healing, binding, and resurrection. An 
anticipatory example goes back to the prophet Hosea in the 
eighth century sc. In the shadow of the threat from Assyria, 
he wrote some memorable lines whose echoes continued to re- 
verberate down to the age of the New Testament: 


Come, let us return to the Lord; 

For he has torn, that he may heal us; 

He has stricken, and he will bind us up. 
After two days, he will revive us; 

On the third day he will raise us up, 
That we may live before him. (Hos 6:1-2) 


However, the most impressive resurrection imagery comes 
from Ezekiel’s vision of a large amount of dispersed dry bones, 
symbolically representing the defeated and exiled Israel, lying 
unburied in a plain. On God’s command these bones all come 
together amid much rattling and are lifted up to form an enor- 


mous army. 


Behold, I will cause breath to enter you, 
and you shall live. 
And I will lay sinews upon you, 
and will cause flesh to come upon you, 
and cover you with skin, 
and put breath in you, and you shall live. (Ezek 3"7:5-6) 


he Resurrection 


Together with the reawakened victims of the battles, their de- 
ported compatriots who died in captivity would also be raised 
from their graves and led back to the land of Israel (Ezek 37:12). 
The metaphor of the army of walking skeletons, shaking off the 
stupor of the sleep of death, offered a powerful image to the 
creators of the new concept of bodily resurrection. The vivi- 
fied dry bones symbolized the granting of a second chance 
to those devout Jews who had been denied the fullness of 
days and the living out of their lives in peace, security, and 
happiness. 

The first attempt to apply to single individuals the symbol 
of collective national renaissance appears in a brief eschatologi- 
cal supplement inserted into the work of the eighth-century Bc 
prophet Isaiah. The somewhat hazy message of chapters 24-27 
probably dates to the latter part of the Persian era in the third 
century Bc. The segment, known as the Isaiah Apocalypse, an- 
ticipates Daniel and the Second Book of the Maccabees. The 
author foresees that the wicked, personified by the oppressors 
of the Jews, are destined for perpetual annihilation. 


“O Lord, ... other lords besides thee have ruled 
Over us... 

They are dead, they will not live; they are shades, 
and will not arise; 

to that end thou hast visited them with destruction, 


and wiped out all remembrance of them.” (Isa 26:13-14) 


In contrast to the annihilation of the persecutors, corporal res- 


urrection awaits God's dead. The persons designated as the 
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“dwellers in the dust” are ordered to “awake and sing for joy” 
(Isa 26:19). The passage may allude to a renewed life after death 
awaiting the righteous. However, since the Isaiah Apocalypse 
represents poetry, it is possible that it speaks figuratively and 
refers to living people portrayed by anticipation as corpses. 

The biblical Book of Daniel, which was given its final for- 
mulation in the 160s Bc and is attested in manuscript fragments 
from Qumran dating to the end of that same century, yields the 
first definite expression of belief in the resurrection of the 
dead. The context is that of the end of times, the aftermath of 
the great battle between the heathen forces and the Jewish na- 
tion assisted by the angelic army of Michael, the great heavenly 
prince. All the chosen Jews, those whose names are inscribed 
in God’s book, will be on the winning side. The wise and righ- 
teous teachers, resplendent in their glory like the stars of the 
firmament, will head the risen multitude, some of whom will 
inherit eternal life, while the hostile pagans and the unfaithful 
Jews will be destined to everlasting shame (Dan 12:1-2). The 
text is usually taken as conveying the idea of corporal resurrec- 
tion even though it does not formally assert the reunification 
of body and soul. 

Universal resurrection, granted both to the righteous and 
to the wicked, foreshadows in Daniel the image of the eschato- 
logical scene adopted later by Judaism (and Christianity), in 
which the resuscitated dead await God’s last judgment. But 
there is an alternative in which revival is reserved only for the 
just and is denied to the ungodly. This second type of scenario 
may be found in the Psalms of Solomon, Greek poems dating to 


the first century BC. 


Che Resurrection 


“The sinner... fell... and he shall not rise up. 
But they that fear the Lord shall rise to life eternal 
and their life... shall come to an end no more.” 
(Pss of Sol 3:9-12) 


The same concept continued to be voiced at the end of the first 
century AD in the Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch. 


“When the Messiah will return in glory to the heavens, then all who 
have died and set their hopes on him will rise again.” (2 Bar 30:1) 


The idea is however emphatically stressed in the Second Book 
of the Maccabees (c. 100 Bc), in the story of the seven brothers 
tortured and put to death by Antiochus Epiphanes. The broth- 
ers and their mother, who was the last to die after encouraging 
and witnessing the martyrdom of her sons, all professed the be- 
lief that God would recompense them with an “everlasting re- 
newal of life” for their sufferings and death, while the tyrant 
and his henchmen would be condemned to eternal destruction 
(2 Mac 7:1~41). The author of 2 Maccabees renders explicit the 
generally implicit assertion of bodily resurrection when he 
makes the third brother declare regarding his tongue and 
hands, “I got these from Heaven, and because of [God’ s} laws 
I disdain them, and from him J hope to get them back again” 
(2 Mac 7:11). 

These texts indicate that collective self-sacrifice in a battle 
fought for the sake of heaven and individual martyrdom in- 
flicted by the ungodly on the just as a punishment for their at- 
tachment to the Jewish religion gave birth to the teaching of 
the resurrection of the dead. The doctrine, succinctly set out 
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in the Testament of Judah—“those who have been put to death 
for the Lord’s sake will awake to life” (Test. of Judah 25:4)— 
continued to develop during the Hellenistic and Roman peri 
ods, and reached its climax during the persecution of observant 
Jews in the course of the second war against Rome under 
Hadrian in ap 132-35. The rabbis of the Talmudic age went so 
far as to specify that a man’s risen body would be exactly the 
same as the one he had possessed when he died: the lame would 
be raised lame and the blind blind, but they would be healed if 
found among the righteous (Eccl.R 1:4; GenR 95:1). 

In addition to the idea of bodily resurrection, which was 
the main eschatological concept of Palestinian Judaism and of 
New Testament Christianity of the Pauline variety, we en- 
counter in the Apocrypha and the rest of postbiblical Jewish 
literature the notion of a purely spiritual survival usually des- 
ignated as the immortality of the soul. It is important to ob- 
serve that the expression “eternal life,” commonly used in the 
New Testament, too, can equally apply to either form of 
survival. 

The principal source of the notion of spiritual survival is 
the Wisdom of Solomon, a work composed by a Jew in Greek 
and approximately dated between 50 Bc and ap 50. Its main 
message is that the incorruptible soul of the righteous will en- 


joy eternal immortality. 


“God created man for incorruption 

and made him in the image of his own eternity, 

but through the devil’s envy death entered the world, 
and those who belong to his party experience it. 

But the souls of the righteous are in the hand of God, 
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and no torment will ever touch them. 

In the eyes of the foolish they seemed to have died, 
and their departure was thought to be an affliction, 
and their going from us to be their destruction; 

but they are at peace. 

For though in the sight of men they were punished, 
their hope is full of immortality.” (Wis 2:23-3:4) 


The same escape of the soul from Hades to live on forever with 
God is also testified to in the wisdom sayings attributed to 
Pseudo-Phocylides, a Hellenized Jew writing in the first cen- 


tury BC. 


“All alike are corpses, but God rules over the souls. 
Hades is our common eternal home and fatherland, 

a common place for all, poor and kings. 

We humans live not for a long time, but for a season. 
But our soul is immortal and lives ageless for ever.” 
(Ps.-Phoc. 111-15) 


Another Hellenistic work, the Fourth Book of the Maccabees, 
also underlines that the righteous martyrs, who have given their 
lives for the Torah, share the destiny of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, 
and all the Patriarchs. They join the choir of their fathers, hav- 
ing received from God “pure and deathless souls” in exchange 
for their mortal coil (4 Mac 16:25; 18:23). Josephus attributes a 
similar view to the martyr-teachers, Judas and Matthias, who 
were put to death by Herod for exhorting their pupils to pull 
down the golden eagle from the Temple. They argued that self- 
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sacrifice for the laws of one’s country was rewarded by “im- 
mortality and an abiding sense of felicity” (War 1:650). 

Likewise the Essene martyrs who preferred torture and 
death by the hand of the Romans to the denial of their religion 
by cursing Moses or eating forbidden food “resigned their 
souls, confident that they would receive them back again” 
(War 2:152-53). Also Eleazar ben Yair, the captain of Masada, 
encouraging his men not to be taken alive by the Romans, por- 
trays death as the act “that gives liberty to the soul and permits 
it to depart to its own pure abode” (War 7:343). 

Spiritual survival is bestowed for all eternity not only on 
martyrs, but also on those who have died in righteousness ac- 
cording to the Book of Admonitions of the Ethiopic Enoch 
(chapters 91-105). The spirit of the just will live and rejoice 
and their memory will remain with God (1 En 103:4), and in the 
Parables of Enoch (chapters 37-72), the risen righteous will be 
“like angels in heaven” (1 En 51:4), reminiscent of Jesus’ similar 
saying in the New Testament (Mk 12:25; Mt 22:30; Lk 20:36). 

These excerpts will give the reader a useful insight into the 
Jewish representation of afterlife, but the picture can be com- 
pleted by the account of Enoch’s visit to the realm of the dead 
and to Paradise, described in the First Book of Enoch, chap- 
ters 22, 25-27. The imagery differs from the common biblical 
idea of a subterranean underworld and locates Sheol in the 
western extremity of the world. Led by the angel Raphael, 
Enoch climbs there a high mountain with huge caves where the 
souls of the deceased reside, separated according to their con- 
duct in the past. A spring with bright waters refreshes the 
righteous while the wicked suffer. After the final judgment 
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the ungodly, who have already received their punishment on 
earth, will be annihilated without trace. Those among the 
wicked who have escaped chastisement in their lifetime will 
be raised and transferred to the Valley of Hinnom (Ge’ Hin- 
nom, or Gehenna) to suffer everlasting torment, while the righ- 
teous will inhabit the mountain of God at the summit of which 
stands the divine throne. 

The surveyed literary evidence makes it unquestionable 
that the ideas of resurrection and incorporeal immortality were 
not unknown in Palestinian and Diaspora Jewry during the 
final centuries of the Second Temple. Nevertheless, before di- 
rectly confronting the Gospels and Paul, three further ques- 
tions need to be answered. 


1. How widely and deeply did the concept of resurrection 
affect first-century AD Jewish society? 

2. Did the Jews in the age of Jesus envisage resurrection in 
individual historical terms as distinct from the great eschato- 
logical event outlined in the literature of the period? 

3. Is there any indication that they expected the Messiah to 
die and rise from the dead? 
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HERE IS NO DOUBT THAT THE IDEAS OF 

resurrection and immortality were 

sporadically attested in the latest 
layers of biblical literature as well as in the 
early postbiblical writings of Judaism, but 
does this mean that they had widely pene- 
trated the religious consciousness of the Jews 
of the period? In the absence of direct reports, 
the best we can do is to examine the contem- 
poraneous historical sources that describe the 
beliefs prevalent in that age among diverse 
Jewish groups. Thanks to Philo, Josephus, the 
Dead Sea Scrolls, and the oldest strata of rab- 
binic literature, it is possible to arrive at an 
approximate assessment of the religious atti- 
tudes of the society in which Jesus ministered 
and to which the earliest Christian message, 
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anchored on the notion of his Resurrection, was first 
preached. 

Let us begin with the Egyptian philosopher and religious 
teacher Philo of Alexandria (c. 20/10 Bc-AD 40/50), the quin- 
tessential representative, indeed the personification of a fully 
Hellenized Jew. He professed a Greek-type doctrine of immor- 
tality. For him the soul was incarcerated in the body during a 
man’s life. It was “like a prisoner in the gaol,” but on death it 
retrieved its freedom. “When it has gone out of this city,” 
Philo remarks, “its thought and reflections are at liberty, like 
the hands and feet of the unbound prisoner” (On Drunkenness 
ror). Even more strikingly, echoing Plato’s pun, Philo equates 
the body (séma) with a tomb (sé¢ma) out of which the soul arises 
for true life. 

“When we are living, the soul is dead and has been en- 
tombed in the body as a sepulchre; whereas should we die, the 
soul lives forthwith its own proper life, and is released from the 
body, the baneful corpse to which it was tied” (Allegory 108). 

It should surprise no one that the notion of the resurrection 
of the body never appears in his vast work. For educated Hel- 
lenists, reunion of the noble and liberated soul with the vile 
body was a denial of the highest philosophical principles as 
Saint Paul had to find it out for himself when he engaged in 
debate with learned Hellenes at “speakers’ corner” in Athens 
(Acts 1'7:16-33). It would seem therefore that the Christian 
preaching focused on the cross and Resurrection of Christ ap- 
pealed only to uncultured Greeks, Indeed, among Paul’s habit- 
ual Greek clientele “not many... were wise according to 
worldly standards” (1 Cor 1:26). 


In a similar fashion, the upper echelons of Palestinian Jew- 
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ish society also appear to have been hostile to the idea of resur- 
rection. The leading classes of the Jerusalem priesthood and 
their wealthy and well-schooled aristocratic allies, who to- 
gether formed the party of the Sadducees, were basically tradi- 
tionalist. They did not speculate overmuch about afterlife and 
stuck to the conventional biblical wisdom emphatically and fa- 
talistically defined in the Apocrypha by the author of the Book 
of Ecclesiasticus, Jesus ben Sira, himself probably a priest from 
Jerusalem. 


Do not fear the sentence of death; 

Remember your former days and the end of life; 

This is the decree from the Lord for all flesh, 

And how can you reject the good pleasure of the Most 
High? | 

Whether life is for ten, or a hundred or a thousand years, 


There is no inquiry about it in Hades. (Ecclus 41:3-4) 


According to Josephus, himself of chief-priestly origin al- 
though at the age of nineteen he decided to switch his alle- 
giance to the Pharisees (Life 1-12), the Sadducees rejected the 
idea of survival after death and did not believe in future retri- 
bution. In his own words, “The Sadducees hold that the soul 
perishes along with the body” (Ant. 18:16), that is to say, at 
death life is extinguished for good. He further declares, “As for 
the persistence of the soul after death, penalties in the under- 
world, and rewards, they [the Sadducees} will have none of 
them” (War 2:165). In the Gospels the Sadducee creed pro- 
claims, “There is no resurrection” (Mk 12:18; Mt 22:23; 


Lk 20:27). In a polemical episode, to be examined later 
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(pp. 63-67), the Sadducees ridicule the notion of rising from the 
dead (Mk 12:18-27; Mt 22:23-32; Lk 20:27-38). 

The Acts of the Apostles goes even further than Josephus 
and the Gospels when it turns the Sadducees into complete 
materialists who denied not only the resurrection of the dead, 
but also the existence of angels and spirits (Acts 23:8). How- 
ever, this exaggeration should probably be blamed more on the 
Gentile Luke's unfamiliarity with Palestinian Jewish thought 
than on the Sadducees, for angels are commonly mentioned in 
the Bible, and the Sadducees were sticklers for the letter of 
Scripture. 

The stand taken by the Essenes on resurrection is more dif- 
ficult to establish. Josephus, who claims to have experienced 
the life of this sect and studied their philosophy (Life 10), re- 
ports that the kind of afterlife they envisaged was different 
from resurrection. His final word on the subject in Jewish An- 
tiquities (end of the first century Ap), was that the Essenes be- 
lieved in spiritual survival, the immortality of the soul (Ant. 
18:18). In the earlier account of the Jewish War, Josephus, like 
Philo and Hellenistic Judaism, paints a detailed Platonic canvas 
that after death incorruptible souls receive eternal reward or 
punishment. 


For it is a fixed belief of theirs that the body is corruptible and 
its constituent matter impermanent, but that the soul is immor- 
_ tal and imperishable. Emanating from the finest ether, these 
souls become entangled, as it were, in the prison-house of the body, 
to which they are dragged down by a sort of natural spell; but 
when once they are released from the bonds of the flesh, then, as 


though liberated from a long servitude, they rejoice and are borne 
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aloft. Sharing the belief of the sons of Greece, they maintain that 
for the virtuous souls there is reserved an abode beyond the ocean, 
a place which is not oppressed by rain or snow or heat, but is re- 
freshed by the ever gentle breath of the west wind coming in from 
the ocean; while they relegate base souls to a murky and tempes- 
tuous dungeon, big with never-ending punishment ... their aim 
was first to establish the doctrine of the immortality of the soul, 
and secondly to promote virtue and to deter from vice; for the 
good are made better in their lifetime by the hope of a reward af- 
ter death, and the passions of the wicked are restrained by the fear 
that, even though they escape detection while alive, they will un- 


dergo never-ending punishment after their decease. (War 2:154-5'7) 


If this was the true picture of the Essene representation of 
afterlife, a message centered on a risen Messiah (like the Jesus 
preached by Christians) would not have had much hope of suc- 
cess among them. However, for whatever its worth, the Church 
Father Hippolytus has left us a second version purported to be 
Josephus’ s account in which a very different picture is sketched. 


The doctrine of the resurrection also is firmly held among them. 
For they confess that the flesh also will rise and be immortal as 
the soul is already immortal, which they now say, when separated 
from the body, enters a place of fragrant air and light, to rest un- 
til the judgment... (Refutation of All the Heresies 9:27) 


Is the difference due to the pen of Hippolytus, wishing to por- 
tray the Essenes as proto-Christians, or was Josephus guilty of 
twisting the evidence in order to make the Essene teaching 
palatable to his Greek readers? While the first view is more 
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commonly held, there are defenders of the second, too. Clarifi- 
cation of the problem may be sought by means of the Dead Sea 
Scrolls. 

However, the outcome of the study of the Qumran texts 
both on the subject of afterlife in general, and on resurrection 
in particular, is rather disappointing. The Scrolls contain a sur- 
prisingly small amount of relevant information. There are some 
general allusions to afterlife that may coincide with Josephus’ s 
idea of spiritual immortality. For example, the Sons of Light 
are promised “eternal joy in life without end, a crown of glory 
and a garment of majesty in light without end” (1QS 4:7-8). 
They are also said to share their future destiny with angels 
called the Holy Ones and the Sons of Heaven (1QS 11:5-9). A 
couple of poetic passages may be interpreted as referring to bod- 
ily resurrection. Thus people who “lie in the dust” and “bod- 
ies gnawed by worms” are commanded to hoist a banner or rise 
from the dust to the counsel of God's truth (1QH 14:34-35; 
19:12). Nevertheless, it is equally possible that the language is 
allegorical and no actual bodily revival is envisaged. The only 
text among the hundreds of manuscripts found at Qumran that 
clearly refers to resurrection is the so-called Messianic Apoca- 
lypse, a verse composition that includes a line from Isaiah 
(61:1), to which is added a reference to the resurrection of the 
dead, namely that God will “heal the wounded and revive the 
dead and bring good news to the poor” (4Q521, frag. 2 ii, line 
12). The statement could possibly signify that the Qumran 
community believed in the rising of the dead, but since the 
manuscript exhibits no sectarian features, it may not belong to 
the Essenes and could represent a work akin to late biblical po- 
etry such as Isaiah 24-27. 
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All in all, the available evidence does not permit us to con- 
clude that either the Essenes, as portrayed by Josephus, or the 
Qumran sectaries of the Scrolls were champions of the belief in 
bodily resurrection, although there is evidence that both of 
them have contemplated an afterlife in the form of the immor- 
tality of the soul. As for Philo’s notices on the Essenes, they 
have nothing to say on the subject. 

This leaves us only with the Pharisees, who were the re- 
nowned protagonists of the doctrine of the resurrection. Jose- 
phus reports their teaching in each of his three works, the 
War, Against Apion, and the Antiquities, and on a further oc- 
casion in the War, he expresses in a speech his own Pharisaic 
convictions about afterlife. 

His doctrine on the resurrection is not entirely homoge- 
neous, nor does it clearly convey the teaching of mainstream 
Pharisaism. In his earliest summary he brings into relief the 
incorruptibility of the spirit of man, but his description of 
the spirit’s reunion with the body sounds more like metem- 
psychosis or transmigration of the soul than bodily resurrection. 
He also appears to restrict corporal revival only for the righ- 
teous, as did 2 Maccabees and the Psalms of Solomon before 
him (see p. 34). The pious alone are to enjoy eternal corporal 
bliss, while the wicked souls, seemingly without new bodies, 
are to suffer everlasting torment. 

Every soul, they maintain, is imperishable, but the soul of 
the good alone passes into another body, while the souls of the 
wicked suffer eternal punishment (War 2:163). In the same 
Jewish War, in an effort to dissuade his fellow rebels from com- 
mitting suicide, Josephus assures them that taking their own 
lives will deprive them of having new bodies in God's realm. 
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Know you not that they who depart this life in accordance with 
the law of nature and repay the loan which they received from 
God, when He who lent is pleased to reclaim it, win eternal 
renown; that their houses and families are secure; that their 
souls, remaining spotless and obedient, are allotted the most holy 
place in heaven, whence, in the revolution of the ages, they return 
to find in chaste bodies a new habitation? But as for those who 
have laid mad hands upon themselves, the darker regions of the 
nether world receive their souls... (War 3:3'74-75) 


Even in his two later works, Against Apion and Jewish An- 
tiquities, written in the nineties ap, he seems to grant the 
privilege of resurrection only to the good; the ungodly are con- 
demned to remain eternally imprisoned in Sheol. 


They believe that souls have the power to survive death and that 
there are rewards and punishments under the earth for those who 
have led lives of virtue or vice: eternal imprisonment is the lot of 


evil souls, while the good souls receive an easy passage to a new 


life. (Ant. 18:14) 


In Against Apion, Josephus insists that only the strict ob- 
servers of the Law, and especially those who are ready to die 
rather than disobey the commandments, will reap the reward 
of the resurrection: 


For those... who live in accordance with our laws the prize is not 
silver and gold, no crown of wild olive or of parsley with any such 
public mark of distinction. No; each individual, relying on the 


witness of his own conscience, and the lawgiver’s prophecy, con 
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firmed by the sure testimony of God, is firmly persuaded that 
to those who observe the laws, and, if they must needs die for 
them, willingly meet death, God has granted a renewed existence 
and in the revolution of the ages the gift of a better life. (c. Ap. 
2:21'7-18) 


Shortly after the time of Josephus, around the turn of the first 
century Ap, the rabbinic heirs of the Pharisees continued to 
propound, without distinguishing between the good and the 
bad, the doctrine of resurrection as one of the two pivotal 
teachings of Judaism, the other being the divine origin of the 
Torah. Thus the tractate Sanhedrin of the Mishnah, the oldest 
rabbinic code of law, declares: 


All Israelites have a share in the world to come... And these are 
they who have no share in the world to come: he that says that 
there is no resurrection of the dead [prescribed in the Law], and 


that the Law is not from Heaven. (mSanh 10:1) 


At about the same time (c. AD 100) was formulated also the sec- 
ond benediction of the Tephillah (the Prayer par excellence), 
also bearing the title of the Eighteen Benedictions, recited in 
standing position three times a day, morning, afternoon, and 
evening, as specific thanksgiving to God for raising the dead. It 
has been preserved in two versions, the Babylonian and the 
Palestinian, but on this point both convey the same message. 


Lord, Thou art mighty for ever, who makes the dead alive... 
Thou makest the dead alive out of great mercy... Thou keepest 


thy word faithfully to them who sleep in the dust... Thou art 
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faithful to make the dead alive. Blessed art Thou, Lord, who mak- 
est the dead alive. (Babylonian version) 


Thou art mighty... Thou livest for ever and raisest the dead... 
Thou providest for the living and makest the dead alive... 
Blessed art Thou, Lord, who makest the dead alive. (Palestinian 
version) 


It would seem, therefore, that by the second century ap, faith 
in bodily resurrection was an essential constituent of the 
Pharisaic-rabbinic religion. But at first sight there is no positive 
evidence to vindicate that such was the case during the lifetime 
of Jesus, the ministry of Paul, or the early decades of Christian- 
ity. Yet for the evaluation of how prepared the audiences of 
Jesus and of the apostolic preachers were for the idea of the res- 
urrection, it would be useful to have a means to grasp the ex- 
tent of the spread of this notion in the various layers of the 
Jewish and Greco-Roman society of the first century ap. 

To begin with, the three groups, Sadducees, Essenes, and 
Pharisees, about whose attitude toward resurrection we know 
something, represent only a small fraction of the Jewish popu- 
lation of Palestine in the age of Jesus. 

No source supplies direct information about the number of 
the Sadducees, who comprised the upper layers of the priest- 
hood and their aristocratic lay supporters, but attempts have 
been made to estimate the size of the Temple personnel, priests, 
and Levites. Already, about four hundred years before the 
age of Jesus, the Book of Nehemiah refers to 1,192 priests in 
Jerusalem (Neh 11:10-19). Closer to New Testament times, 
toward the end of the second century sc, the author of the Let- 
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ter of Aristeas asserted that 700 priests were on duty every day 
in the Temple, not counting those in charge of sacrifices (Aris- 
teas 95). Since the service in the sanctuary was performed by 


4 


one of the twenty-four weekly units or “courses,” each of 
which was on duty twice a year, 24 X say 750 would give a to- 
tal for the Jewish clergy (priests and Levites) of 18,000. Jose- 
phus in the late first century ap suggests a similar figure when 
he speaks of four priestly tribes, each comprising upward of 
5,000 Men, amounting to over 20,000 (Ep. 2:108). While it is 
known that by that time some of the priests have adhered to 
the teaching of the Pharisees, one can still suppose that a fair 
proportion of them held to the party doctrine laid down by the 
upper clergy and were opposed to the idea of resurrection. 

As for the membership of the Pharisee associations, we 
know from Josephus that as a body, over 6,000 of them refused 
to swear the oath of allegiance to Herod the Great (Ant. 17:42). 
The number of the Essenes was put both by Philo (Omnis 
probus 75) and by Josephus (Ant. 18:20) to above 4,000. 

What do these figures tell us? Among those who did not 
believe in the resurrection of the dead we may count more than 
4,000 Essenes and probably a good proportion of the circa 
15,000-to-20,000-strong Temple staff together no doubt with 
their families and their upper-class lay allies. Against these 
stood some 6,000 Pharisees, their families, and their followers. 
Taken together, both the opponents and the supporters of the 
doctrine of the resurrection formed only a small portion of the 
Jewish population of Palestine in the first century AD, esti 
mated between 500,000 and 1 million, but more likely to have 
amounted to between 500,000 and 600,000. It is widely main- 
tained, however, that the Pharisees controlled most of the 
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Jewish population of Roman Palestine, and that consequently 
the majority of the Jews of the Holy Land believed in the res- 
urrection of the dead. It has even been proposed that the fairly 
widespread, though far from universally adopted custom of 
secondary burial, viz. the collecting of the bones of the de- 
ceased and placing them in ossuaries, was a Pharisee innovation 
inspired by faith in individual revival. But this is a misunder- 
standing that must be dispelled. 

In truth, the thesis of an all-pervasive Pharisaic impact on 
the whole Jewish population has no evidential support. Ac- 
cording to Josephus, the Pharisees were influential, not across 
the board of society, but mostly among the “townsfolk” or the 
“inhabitants of the cities” (Ant. 18:15), that is to say, their fol- 
lowers were recruited among the moderately well-to-do urban 
artisan classes. Also, territorially, their main constituency was 
Jerusalem and the towns of Judea. 

But Judea differed from Galilee, and in this connection one 
should recall that in the age of Jesus, Pharisee presence in 
Galilee was scarce if it existed at all. It became dominant only 
after the resettlement of the defeated Judeans in the northern 
province following the first rebellion against Rome (Ap 66-70). 
A careful reader of the New Testament will observe that var- 
ious Pharisees and scribes mentioned in the Gospels are explic- 
itly said to have been visitors from Jerusalem and not Galilean 
citizens (Mk 3:22; 7:1; Mt 12:24; 15:1). The impression given by 
Mark and Matthew of a Pharisee-free Galilee is further re- 
inforced by Josephus. He refers to the presence of only three 
Pharisees during his tenure as revolutionary military com- 
mander of the province, and names them as Jonathan, Ananias, 


and Jozar. But they were not local people. They were sent to 
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the northern province by the chief Pharisee of the capital, 
Simeon ben Gamaliel, to engineer the downfall of Josephus 
(Life 197). 

As far as the general influence of Pharisaic ideas was con- 
cerned, one should further remember that in both Judea and 
Galilee the bulk of the population did not reside in cities, the 
Pharisees’ strongholds, but lived in the country. They were 
the village farmers and agricultural workers, the “people of the 
land” (‘am ha-arets), who plowed the fields and cultivated the 
orchards, olive groves, and vineyards as appears so clearly in 
the rural parables of Jesus. So it would seem that we simply do 
not know how generally accepted the doctrinal leadership of 
the Pharisees was in first-century Aap Palestine, and conse- 
quently how widespread the belief in bodily resurrection was 
at that time. 

If literature provides no further assistance for an assess- 
ment of the impact of the Pharisaic belief in resurrection on the 
wider Jewish society, can archaeology and funeral inscriptions 
help? Some experts have voiced a firmly negative opinion. In 
his monumental study of the Essene doctrine on life after death, 
Emile Puech declares that funerary art on tombstones and 
ossuaries displays no clear hint at eschatological expectations. 
The author of the latest monograph on funeral epigraphy, 
P. W. van der Horst, also complains of the “disappointingly lit- 
tle information” the inscriptions yield about life after death. 
Such pessimistic forecasts must not, however, prevent us from 
reexamining the evidence. 

The most common decorative figure on Jewish ossuaries 
and tombstones is the menorah, the seven-branched lamp stand. 
Modeled on the candelabrum of the Jerusalem Temple, taken 
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to Rome by Titus after the fall of Jerusalem, and represented 
on his triumphal arch constructed on the Roman Forum in 
AD 81, it had become the principal symbol of Judaism. Some- 
times accompanied by other decorative motifs—the citron 
(ethrog), the palm branch (Iulab), and the scroll of the Law—it 
appears fairly frequently on Jewish tombs and bone boxes. 
There is no unanimity regarding its meaning. It can merely de- 
note the Jewishness of the person or possibly his priestly con- 
nections. E. R. Goodenough, the leading expert on the subject, 
remarked however that the menorah was of the greatest impor- 
tance for Jews to have on their tombstones and symbolized 
yearning for light in the darkness of the grave. It appears fairly 
often in the Jewish catacombs of Rome and in Beth Shearim, 
dating to the third and fourth centuries ap, but there are also 
a few earlier attestations. The oldest is on what is known as 
Jason’s tomb in Jerusalem, but what in fact is the tomb of the 
priestly family of the Sons of Hezir (second or first century sc), 
and two more figure on Palestinian ossuaries, probably belong: 
ing to the first or second century ap. A few representations of 
the menorah may be found on Egyptian Jewish tombs probably 
from the second century ap. Nothing connects directly the 
candelabrum with the resurrection of the dead, but there is a 
legitimate surmise that this symbol of illumination is meant to 
remind the onlooker of a bright and hopeful hereafter of some 
sort. 

Only a small proportion of the funeral inscriptions allude 
to the beliefs of the deceased or of those who ordered the 
epitaphs. On one ossuary the idea of resurrection is firmly re- 
jected in Sadducee manner: “No man goes up [from the grave}; 
not Eleazar or Sapphira” (Rahmani, no. 455). Unparalleled is 
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the invitation tainted with irony that the Roman Jew, Leo 
Leontius, has issued to his associates: “Friends, I am waiting 
for you here” (Amici ego vos hic exspecto) (CIJ *32). Another in- 
scription from Beth Shearim, “Good luck with your resurrec- 
tion,” may be either cynical or a serious affirmation of belief in 
the reawakening of the dead (BS II, 194). As for the often re- 
peated “No one is immortal,” a phrase that is found on pagan epi- 
taphs as well, it expresses the outlook of the Old Testament 
and the Sadducees, although some detect a hopeful overtone in 
the exhortation “Be of good courage!” (BS I], 59, 127, 136, etc.) 
placed before “No one is immortal.” “May your sleep be peace- 
ful!,” frequently read on Roman epitaphs, can also be inter- 
preted as a wish for undisturbed rest in the tomb and a 
protection against grave robbers on whom God's judgment ac- 
companied by a curse is again and again invoked. However, the 
word “peace,” sometimes written as shalom in Hebrew, is ca- 
pable of deeper meaning, implying fullness and religious perfec- 
tion. 

A small number of Greek inscriptions from Leontopolis in 
Egypt and Beth Shearim seem to allude to the idea of immor- 
tality. The soul of Arsinoe, a young Jewess who died in labor 
when she was producing her first child, “has gone to the holy 
ones,” we read on an inscription dating to the twenty-fifth 
year of Augustus, or 5 Bc (CIJ 1510). Rachel, age about thirty 
years, entertains a good hope in God's mercy, which implies 
expectation of some form of future life (CIJ 1513), and ina He 
brew inscription from Antinoopolis a Jew called Lazar expects 
his soul to find rest in the “bundle of the living” (CIJ 1534). In 
a similar Greek epigraph from Beth Shearim, someone wishes 
that the souls of his or her parents “be bound in the bundle of 
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immortal life” (BS II, 130), while a certain Hesechios, also from 
Beth Shearim, threatens with the loss of “a portion in eternal 
life” anyone daring to open his wife's grave (BS II, 129). Karte- 
ria and Zenobia, her daughter who arranged her funeral, long to 
“enjoy again new indestructible riches” (BS II, 183). In these 
inscriptions the spiritual survival of Hellenistic Judaism is voiced 
without any hint at the doctrine characteristic of the Pharisees. 
- The very common wish at Beth Shearim that the deceased 
should “possess a good portion” (eumoirei, eumoros), a Greek 
phrase reminiscent of the Hebrew Pharisaic-rabbinic portion 
(heleq) in the world to come, may insinuate the idea of resurrec- 
tion, but it could also refer only to the survival of the soul. In- 
deed, a clear confession of belief in bodily revivification is 
exceptional among the epitaphs. I have counted two or possi- 
bly three occurrences in the Corpus of Jewish inscriptions, the 
Palestinian ossuaries, and the Beth Shearim material. The un- 
certain one, already referred to, is “Good luck with your resur- 
rection” (BS II, 194). If it is taken at face value with no 
undertone of cynicism, it has a positive religious significance. 
By the way, this is the only case where the term anastasis (ris- 
ing, resurrection) is used. Of the other two, the first comes 
from Beth Shearim and employs the verb “to revive” while is- 
suing a warning against interference with the contents of the 
grave. “Anyone who changes this lady’s place, He who prom- 
ised to revive [zd poiése} the dead will Himself judge [him]” (BS 
II, 162). The second, a direct proclamation of faith in the resur- 
rection of the dead, is the versified Latin epitaph of the Roman 
Jewess, Regina. It was set up in the second century ap by her 
husband, with whom she lived twenty-one years, four months, 
and eight days. 
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Hic Regina sita est tali contecta sepulcro 

Quod coniunx statuit respondens eius amori... 
Rursum victura reditura ad lumina rursum 
Nam sperare potest ideo quod surgat in aevum 
Promissum quae vera fides dignisque piisque 
Quae meruit sedem venerandi ruris habere. 


(CIJ 476) 


Here lies Regina, concealed in such a sepulchre 

That her husband has set up responding to her love... 
She will live again and will again return to the light 

For she can hope to rise for eternity 

As is promised by true faith to the worthy and the pious. 


She has deserved to have a place in the venerable land. 


The expression surgere in aevum (to rise for eternity) definitely 
refers to corporal resurrection, and if the phrase “venerable 
land” denotes the Holy Land, the writer of the poem seems to 
allude to the rabbinic idea that the resurrection of the dead will 
take place, or at least will begin, in Jerusalem. 

In conclusion, let us revert to the first question posed at the 
end of the previous chapter: How widely and deeply did the 
concept of resurrection affect first-century Ap Jewish society? 
The long and the short of the answer is that the notion of bod- 
ily resurrection propagated by the Pharisees was alien to first- 
century Hellenistic Jews and was on the whole unfamiliar in 
most layers of Palestinian Jewry. Our study of the New Testa- 


ment will have to keep this remark firmly in mind. 
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UR SURVEY OF THE HEBREW BIBLE, POST- 
biblical Second Temple literature, and 
archaeology has shown that the idea of 
the resurrection of the dead was a latecomer in 
Jewish religious thought. Moreover, it turned 
out to be only one of the possibilities of man’s 
survival after death. Since the individuality of 
the deceased was thought to continue even be- 
yond the grave, as the story of the reappearance 
of the prophet Samuel in the Bible indicates, the 
just and the wicked, originally thought to share 
the same address in the underworld, ended up 
by being moved to different domains. The righ- 
teous Jews kept company with the holy Patri- 
archs, while the ungodly were to suffer the 
torments of hell. 
With the emergence of the idea of an escha- 


| so | 


he Resurrection 


tological divine judgment inaugurating the kingdom of God, 
the ultimate reward of the good and chastisement of the wicked 
were substituted for the unilateral notion of recompense, 
whether resurrection or immortality, awarded only to the pr 
ous. This type of resurrection, as distinguished from resuscita- 
tion shortly after death, like the acts performed by Elijah and 
Elisha, was conceived as a peculiar occurrence marking the end 
of times. Finally, however significant resurrection appears to 
be to the eschatologically motivated, it occupied only a small 
area of the broad religious canvas of late Second Temple 
Judaism. 

The New Testament completely altered the vista and 
changed the perspective. In it the individual resurrection of 
one Jew, Jesus of Nazareth, predominates. It is set in time and 
space and integrated into history, and is anticipated by other 
resurrections achieved by or connected with him. The rising of 
Jesus is claimed to account for the religious movement, later 
designated as Christianity, that two thousand years on is still 
flourishing and numbers among its adherents a substantial por- 
tion of mankind. According to the Gospels, Jesus had repeat- 
edly prepared his intimates for his return from the tomb yet it 
hit them suddenly like a bolt out of the blue. 

The situation is profoundly perplexing and the historian 
must come to grips with this puzzle. In the first instance he has 
to reexamine the written evidence. What do the accounts of 
the burial and Resurrection of Jesus actually say? How do the 
four Gospel narratives relate to one another? How do they fit 
into the eschatological teaching of Jesus about eternal life and 
resurrection? How should one judge Jesus’ predictions of his 
rising from the dead and the claim made by him and/or his im- 
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mediate followers that the Resurrection was the fulfillment of 
biblical prophecies? Finally, since the chapters relative to the 
Resurrection form only a small part of the Gospels—eight verses 
in Mark, twenty in Matthew, fifty-three in Luke, and fifty-six 
in John—how did they manage to take on such an overall im- 
portance? 

To approach all these questions in the right order, we shall 
first examine the teaching of Jesus on resurrection and eternal 
life (chapter 7). This will be followed by a survey in the New 
Testament of the passages where Jesus predicts his rising from 
the dead, or claims that the event has been foretold by the bib- 
lical prophets (chapter 8). The next step will take us to resur- 
rection narratives, first the accounts of Jesus raising other 
people from the dead (chapter 9) and above all, the records of 
his own Resurrection (chapter 10), which will then be fully an- 
alyzed and initially evaluated (chapter 11). The discussion of 
the Resurrection of Jesus will be followed by its interpretation 
in the Acts of the Apostles (chapter 12), Saint Paul (chap- 
ter 13), and the remaining writings of the New Testament 
(chapter 14). This full survey will permit us to investigate the 
meaning of the Resurrection in its Jewish and Greco-Roman 
context (chapter 15), with a glance at its overall significance in 


antiquity and in the twenty-first century. 
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RESURRECTION 


VER SINCE SAINT PAUL WROTE HIS LETTERS 
in the fifties ap, the Resurrection of Je- 
sus and resurrection in general have 

stood at the center of New Testament thought 

and Christian theology. Paul is adamant on the 
subject: without belief in resurrection, primar- 
ily in the Resurrection of Christ, his preaching 
is baseless, Christians are misled by him, and 
their faith is futile (1 Cor 15:12-17). In these 
circumstances one would justifiably expect to 
find in the teaching of Jesus, as handed down 
in the Gospels, numerous references to the rais- 
ing of the dead and to his own Resurrection. 
Those who labor under such an illusion must 


brace themselves for a big surprise. General 
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pronouncements by Jesus on resurrection are few and far be- 
tween. Allusions to his rising can be counted on the fingers of 
one hand, and when scrutinized with critical eyes, they turn 
out to be inauthentic. Let us investigate these passages, leaving 
to the next chapter the examination of the narrative accounts: 
the “resurrection miracles” performed by Jesus and the Gospel 
stories of his own Resurrection. 


Resurrection in the Synoptic Gospels 


There are two passages in the Synoptic Gospels dealing with 
resurrection in which Jesus is neither the resuscitator nor the 
raised (see chapter 9), and four predictions are recorded con- 
cerning his own rising (see chapter 8). Out of the two general 
resurrection references, one is merely cursory and simply dates 
another event; the other is substantive and is embedded in a 
controversial story. The former occurs in the parable dealing 
with the guests summoned to a banquet, which is preserved 
only in Luke (Lk 14:7-14). In it Jesus advises the host to show 
disinterested benevolence by inviting, not friends, members of 
family, and rich neighbors, but “the poor, the maimed, the lame 
and the blind,” those who are unable to reciprocate his gen- 
erosity. So, instead of hoping for immediate repayment in the 
form of similar invitations to festivities, he postpones his reward 
until the end, until “the resurrection of the just” (Lk 14:14). 
There is only one relatively extensive Synoptic treatment 
of the problem of the resurrection ascribed to Jesus. It appears 
in a debate with the Sadducees in a collection of controversies 


situated in Jerusalem. However, while the other polemics on 
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divorce, the authority of Jesus, the legitimacy of the payment 
of taxes to Rome, and the precise identity of the Son of David 
fit well into the context of Jesus’ arrival in the Holy City dur- 
ing the week of the fatal Passover, the meeting with the Sad- 
ducees is haphazard. It is no doubt put in its present place 
because it is a doctrinal argument that must have taken place in 
the Holy City, and in the Synoptic Gospels Jesus only once 
visits the capital of Judea. 

Mark 12:18-25, esp. 25 (and Mt 22:23-30, esp. 30; Lk 
20:27-36, esp. 34-36) reads: 


And Sadducees came to him, who say that there is no resurrec- 
tion; and they asked him a question, saying, “Teacher, Moses 
wrote for us that if a man’s brother dies and leaves a wife, but 
leaves no child, the man must take the wife, and raise up the chil- 
dren for his brother. There were seven brothers; the first took a 
wife, and when he died left no children; and the second took her, 
and died, leaving no children; and the third likewise; and the 
seven left no children. Last of all the woman also died. In the res- 
urrection whose wife will she be? For the seven had her as wife” 
Mk, Mt, Lk}. Jesus said to them, “Is not this why you are wrong, 
that you know neither the scriptures nor the power of God?” 


“For when they rise from the dead, they neither marry nor are 
given in marriage, but are like the angels in heaven.” (Mk, 
Mt; emphasis added) 


“The sons of this age marry and are given in marriage; but those 
who are worthy to attain to that age and to the resurrection from 


the dead neither marry, nor are given in marriage, for they can- 
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not die any more, because they are equal to angels, and are 


sons of God, being sons of the resurrection.” (Lk) 


The anecdote, which carries the message on resurrection, re- 
counts the curious adventure of a Jewish woman, told against 
the background of the biblical law regulating leviratic marriage 
(Dt 25:5-6). The Mosaic legislation obliged a childless widow 
to marry her deceased husband's brother if he was willing to 
take her as his wife. The purpose of the rule was to provide the 
former husband with an heir: the first male child born of the 
new union was indeed legally recognized as the deceased 
brother's son. 

In the story quoted by the Sadducees, the woman went 
through successive marriages with her six brothers-in-law, bury- 
ing them all one after the other, without producing a child. Fi- 
nally, she also joined the seven dead husbands in Sheol. The 
tantalizing question put to Jesus concerned the eschatological 
future of the widow of seven spouses: “In the resurrection 
whose wife will she be?” 

Most critical commentators rightly assume that the conflict 
is inauthentic and probably reflects by anticipation arguments 
opposing the haughty Sadducees and the representatives of the 
apostolic Church in the latter part of the first century, but 
there is no reason to doubt that the ideas expressed here corre- 
spond to the eschatological thought of Jesus. 

The tale itself smacks of fiction. From what we learn from 
other Gospel accounts about Jesus as polemist, for instance his 
proud refusal to declare to the envoys of the chief priests the 
source of his authority (see Mk 11:27-33; Mt 21:23-27; 
Lk 20:1-8), it is hard to imagine him naively putting up with 
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what seems to be a cynical leg-pull by the Sadducees. The 
Gospel story has all the appearances of an upper-class Jews’ 
joke addressed, not to Jesus, whom the chief priests feared, but 
to the apostles, who for them counted as uncouth boors from 
Galilee (see Acts 4:13). 

The reply placed on Jesus’ lips provides an insight into the 
idea of how some first-century ap Jews, and possibly Jesus 
himself, conceived of the state of a person raised from the dead. 
The “sons of the resurrection” were thought to be bodiless and 
resemble the “angels of God” or the “sons of God.” The picture 
is paralleled in contemporaneous Jewish literature such as the 
First Book of Enoch (in the section of the Parables, datable to 
the last quarter of the first century ap), whose author, like Je- 
sus of the Synoptics, compared the resurrected righteous to 
the “angels in heaven” (1 En 51:4). The Second Book of Baruch 
(equally from the late first century Ap) also speaks of the glory 
of the risen just that is similar to, and even surpasses, the splen- 
dor of the angels (2 Bar 51:5, 10, 12). So for Jesus, or at least for 
his later disciples, the sons of the resurrection had an angelic, 
noncorporeal quality. If so, the idea of marriage, with its bod- 
ily implications, was inapplicable to them. 

Consequently, in the eyes of Jesus, resurrected persons, or 
more precisely the raised just, the people he seems to have most 
of the time envisaged as being worthy of resurrection, were 
purely bodiless beings without the needs and functions of flesh 
and blood. This would imply that in Jesus’ mind the distinction 
between resurrection and mere spiritual survival was minimal. 
Study of his concept of “life” or “eternal life” will confirm this 
conclusion (see pp. 69-75). The only sustainable conclusion is 
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that corporal resurrection played no significant part in the think- 
ing of Jesus, although he was undoubtedly aware of the idea. If 
so, the concept must have gained popularity at a later stage. 


Resurrection in the Gospel of John 


By contrast, due to the peculiar perspective of the evangelist, 
a totally different picture emerges from the Gospel of John. 
John’s Jesus preexisted in heaven. He descended to earth for a 
short duration and he had long since reascended to heaven to 
be with the Father by the time the Gospel was written at the 
turn of the first century ap. Some of his followers were already 
dead and others were expected to die before the D-day of the 
final resurrection. In John’s eyes, the principal task Jesus, the 
glorified Son of God, received from the Father was the raising 
of the dead, or more specifically the raising of his deceased dis- 
ciples, on the last day as is obvious from the words placed by 
the evangelist on Jesus’ lips: 


“For I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will, but 
the will of him who sent me; and this is the will of him who sent 
me, that I should lose nothing of all that he has given me, but 
raise it up at the last day. For this is the will of my Father, that 
everyone who sees the Son and believes in him should have eter- 
nal life; and I will raise him up on the last day.” (Jn 6:38-40) 


“No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws 
him; and I will raise him up at the last day.” (Jn 6:44) 
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The means by which the faithful are to be revived forever is 
the symbolical body and blood of Jesus that they must sacra- 
mentally consume. 


“He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and 
I will raise him up on the last day.” (Jn 6:54) 


This cannibalistic allegory is hardly attributable to Jesus speak- 
ing to his Galilean listeners. Most first-century ap Palestinian 
Jews, hearing these words, would have been overcome by nausea. 
The eating of blood was a deeply ingrained biblical taboo, since 
the Mosaic law identified blood with life, and life belongs to God 
alone (Lev 17:10-11). It follows therefore that John’s words are 
those of a possibly Gentile Christian preacher addressed toa non- 
Jewish audience. Let it be recalled that even some twenty years 
after the death of Jesus, the council of the apostles in Jerusalem 
compelled non-Jews wishing to join the Church to abstain from 
blood (Acts 15:20), that is to say, to eat only the meat of animals 
slaughtered according to Jewish ritual law. 

John’s Jesus metaphorically presents himself to the sister of 
his deceased friend Lazarus as the embodiment of resurrection 
as far as the dead are concerned, and as the source of life for the 
living: 


“IT am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in me, 
though he dies, yet shall he live, and whoever lives and believes in 
me, shall never die.” (Jn 11:25) 


Following the model adopted with a single exception by the 


Synoptics (see p. 156, note for p. 66), in John, too, asa rule, res- 
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urrection is promised to the just alone; the fate of the wicked 
is left out of consideration. Universal renascence of the dead, 
both the good and the evil, preceding judgment, first mooted 
in the Book of Daniel before becoming common doctrine pro- 
fessed by rabbinic Judaism, is heard only on a single occasion 


in John. 


“For as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son 
to have life in himself, and has given him authority to execute 
judgment, because he is the Son of man. Do not marvel at this; 
for the hour is coming when all who are in the tombs will hear his 
voice and come forth, those who have done good, to the resurrec- 
tion of life, and those who have done evil, to the resurrection 


of judgment.” (Jn 5:26-29) 


Here ends our extremely meager harvest of sayings on resurrec- 
tion, using the actual words “to rise” and “resurrection,” at- 
tributed to Jesus by the Gospels. However, it is possible to cast 
the net wider and hunt also for references to “life” or “eternal 
life,” not necessarily including the concept of corporal reawak- 
ening, in an attempt to establish whether it alters the picture. 


ETERNAL LIFE 


Here again the first fact that strikes the observer is the paucity 
of attestation in the Synoptics; four units if parallel passages 
are not counted separately, as against three for resurrection. 
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Ghe Synoptic Gospels 


Although the concepts of eternal life and resurrection are 
interconnected, curiously they do not figure together in the 
Synoptic Gospels as they do in the later work of John. Never- 
theless, there is one example in the Synoptics in which the 
idea, though not the actual term, of bodily resurrection is 


presumed. 


“And if your hand causes you to sin, cut it off; it is better for you 
to enter life maimed than with two hands to go to hell, to the un- 
quenchable fire. And if your foot causes you to sin, cut it off; it 
is better for you to enter life lame than with two feet to be thrown 
into hell. And if your eye causes you to sin, pluck it out; it is bet- 
ter for you to enter the kingdom of God {Mt: life] with one eye 
than with two eyes to be thrown into hell, where their worm does 
not die, and the fire is not quenched.” (Mk 9:43-48; Mt 18:8-9) 


For Jesus it is worth sacrificing a limb or an eye if it opens 
the gate to life, that is to say, to eternal blessedness. Elsewhere 
he hyperbolically recommends self-castration if it is required 
for access to the kingdom of heaven (Mt 19:12). 

In the other Synoptic passages, eternal life is used as the 
equivalent of “kingdom of God,” the central topic of the 
preaching Jesus in Mark, Matthew, and Luke that plays practi- 
cally no part in the Fourth Gospel. Neither formula is ever 
properly defined, but both indicate in general terms the trans- 
formation of the conditions of existence from those that prevail 
in the present era to the state of affairs in the world to come. 
By contrast, damnation is depicted with the help of the bibli- 
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cal imagery of worms and hellfire. Jesus seems less interested in 
the details of the future life than in the overall qualifications 
that authorize entry to the kingdom of God. The best illustra- 
tion is yielded by the story recounting a conversation between 
Jesus and a pious wealthy man. 


And as he was setting owt on his journey, a man ran up and 
knelt before him, and asked him, “Good Teacher, what must I do 
to inherit eternal life?” ...“You know the commandments . . .” 
And he said to him: “Teacher, all these I have observed from my 
youth.” And Jesus... said to him, “Sell what you have, and give 
it to the poor...” And Jesus... said to his disciples, “How hard 
it will be for those who have riches to enter the kingdom of 
God!” ... “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a 
needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.” 
(Mk 10:17-25; Mt 19:16-24; Lk 18:18-25) 


“Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has left house [LR: or 
wife} or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or 
lands, for my sake and for the gospel [Mt: for my name’s 
sake; Lk: for the sake of the kingdom of God], who will not 
receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses and brothers and 
sisters and mothers and children and lands,...and in the age 
to come eternal life.” (Mk 10:29-30; Mt 19:29; Lk 18:29-30) 


In his answer to the question of how to be saved, Jesus de- 
clared that obedience to God’s commandments, especially as 
they are expressed in the Decalogue, is the way to “eternal 
life,” but renunciation of worldly goods, too, constitutes a 
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simple and safe access. Indeed, approach to the kingdom of God 
or eternal life is hindered by wealth, and to attain it is just as 
impossible for a rich man as it is for a camel to pass through the 
eye of a needle. In short, the accent is laid not on the ultimate 
target, but existentially, as is often the case with Jesus, on the 
means enabling one to reach the goal. 

The typical exaggeration of abandoning parents, siblings, 
spouses, and children for the sake of Jesus simply means that 
preference is due to what is the most important, namely the ul- 
timate life that can be reached only in the footsteps of the Mas- 
ter. Once again the emphasis is not on the target, but on the 
action leading toward it. 

A further rather particular mention of “eternal life” may 
be found in the Gospel of Matthew; it figures at the end of 
the parable of the last judgment: “And they will go away 
into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life” 
(Mt 25:31-46). The scene recalls the Similitudes of Enoch, a 
book probably contemporaneous with and possibly influenc- 
ing- Matthew, where the Son of Man or the Elect condemns 
the sinners to destruction. Though not expressly stated, it pre- 
supposes the resurrection both of the righteous and of the 
wicked, followed by divine retribution to all. 

It is to be borne in mind that with the possible exception of 
the last example, “life” and “eternal life” are never actually as- 
sociated with resurrection or even necessarily imply the idea of 
it. So when, on rare occasions, Jesus spoke of eternal life, it is 
possible that he meant immortality. Also, those Jews who 
thought they belonged to the final period, and Jesus was defi- 
nitely one of them, believed that the reign of God was on the 
point of bursting into this world. Consequently, they imag- 
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ined that they could pass into the “age to come” without expe- 
riencing death and needed therefore no resurrection (Mk 9:1; 
Mt 16:28; Lk 9:27). Indeed, we know that according to the 
teaching of Jesus, the kingdom of God was “at hand” (Mk 1:15; 
Mt 4:17), and was already in the midst of his generation 
(Lk 17:20-21) as revealed by the charismatic exorcisms and 
healings performed by him and his envoys (Mt 11:4-5; Lk 7:22; 
Mt 10:7-8). 

These few quotations from the first three Gospels obvi- 
ously lead to the conclusion that the subject did not play a ma- 
jor role in Jesus’ teaching as reflected in the Synoptics. It was 
only in the context of the eschatological end of time, which af- 
ter the death of Jesus was developed by Saint Paul and the 
early Church to encourage belief in resurrection, that the topic 
acquired a climactic position in the thought of early Christian- 
_ ity. An examination of the part played by the concept of eter- 
nal life in the Fourth Gospel will help us grasp its rising 


momentum. 


Ghe Gospel of John 


Compared to the four passages in the Synoptics, John’s Gospel 
counts twenty-five occurrences of “life” or “eternal life” in the 
sayings ascribed to Jesus. The acts which in John are thus re- 
warded in most cases differ from those in the Synoptics. It is 
true, there is one passage where “life” is said to be earned by a 
hardworking harvester through his devotion to duty: “He who 
reaps receives wages, and gathers fruit for eternal life” (Jn 4:36). 
And on another occasion “eternal life” is the prize granted to 
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a man who, inspired by outstanding moral heroism, sacrifices 
all his worldly values (Jn 11:25). However, most of the time, 
“tife,” a kind of continued and renewed existence with God, is 
ultimately the reward of faith in Jesus and/or in God the Fa- 
ther, who has sent Jesus: “For God so loved the world that he 
gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not per- 
ish but have eternal life” (Jn 3:16). The same theme is repeated 
again and again in John: “He who believes in the Son has eter- 
nal life; he who does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the 
wrath of God rests upon him” (Jn 3:36). Finally, presenting 
both Christ and God as the source of the gift, “eternal life” is 
promised to those who hear the word of Jesus and believe in 
the Father who sent him (Jn 5:24). 

In addition to the passages where belief in Jesus is the 
recipe for gaining eternal life, John includes a whole series of 
symbolical images where Jesus is depicted as the fountain of 
life. He is “the spring of water welling up to eternal life” 
(Jn 4:14); “the food which endures to eternal life” (Jn 6:27); 
“the bread of life” (Jn 6:35, 48); his “flesh” and “blood” give 
“eternal life” (Jn 6:53-54); and he is the “light of life.” It will 
be useful later on to remember that belief not only in Jesus, 
present among the faithful, but also in the name of Jesus, no 
longer in tangible contact with his disciples, was considered to 
give them life: “These are written that you may believe that Je- 
sus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may 
have life in his name” (Jn 20:31). 

In John, as in the Synoptic Gospels, with the possible ex- 
ception of Matthew's account of the last judgment (Mt 25:46), 
only the Jewish followers of Jesus are promised eternal life. We 


have to wait first until the charismatic conversion of the Ro- 
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man centurion Cornelius and ultimately until the acceptance of 
the apostolic mission of Paul in the Greco-Roman world to en- 
counter for the first time the possibility of non-Jews being 
judged worthy of eternal life without being compelled to pass 
through Judaism. 

Whereas in the Synoptics Jesus is painted as the guiding 
light to the kingdom of God and in it to eternal life, in John we 
witness a more advanced stage of doctrinal development. Eter- 
nal life can be inherited by those who believe, not just in the 
words of Jesus the teacher, but in his heavenly power deriving 
from his special relationship with God the Father. 

In conclusion, it must be recalled that Jesus’ eschatological 
imagery in Mark, Matthew, and Luke is centered, not on res- 
urrection, but on the idea of the “kingdom of God” or “king- 
dom of heaven.” This is revealed by the frequency of the two 
formulas in the Synoptic Gospels where they appear more than 
eighty times as against two occurrences in a single passage of 
the Gospel of John (Jn 3:3, 5). Resurrection is an uncommon 
concept in the authentic message of Jesus revealed by the Syn- 
optics, and the source of its central significance in Christian 
ideology must be sought elsewhere (see chapter 13). As for 
eternal life, while only sporadically used in the Synoptics, it 


gains increasing momentum and import in the Gospel of John. 


PDF ‘created by Rajesh Arya - Gujarat 


| 75 | 


| 8 | 


Predictions of the Resurrection of Jesus 


LL THREE SYNOPTIC EVANGELISTS EM- 
phatically state that during the final 
period of his life Jesus repeatedly 

announced to his closest disciples his death 
and his Resurrection. The Gospel of John con- 
tains nothing comparable. In it only an obscure 
forewarning is given, not to the apostles, but 
privately to Nicodemus, in the form of a sym- 
bolical reinterpretation of an Old Testament 
image, the brazen serpent that was set up by 
Moses in the wilderness as a talisman to pro- 
tect against snakebites (Num 21:6-9). As it 
saved the Jews who looked at it with trust, so 
will the “uplifted” (crucified, risen, and glori- 
fied) Jesus give eternal life to the believers 


(Jn 3:14). We find another cryptic reference in 
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Matthew’s treatment of the sign of Jonah, alluding to the du- 


ration of Jesus’ stay in the tomb before his Resurrection: 


“For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the 
whale, so will the Son of man be three days and three nights in 
the heart of the earth.” (Mt 12:40) 


Elsewhere Mark, Matthew, and Luke are less mysterious. With 
greater or smaller detail they make Jesus foretell the events of 
the end of his life. The first occasion for it was Peter’s confes- 
sion at Caesarea Philippi of the Messiahship of Jesus acknowl- 
edged by all the apostles: 


And he began to teach them that the Son of man must suffer 
many things, and be rejected by the elders and the chief priests 
and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again. 


(Mk 8:31) 


Jesus forbade Peter to proclaim that he was the Christ, and in 
the form of a tacit denial of the confession, he emphatically 
foretold the tragedy of his end and his rising from the dead. 
In one or possibly two of the six occurrences, the last of 
them dated to two days before Passover, the forewarning Is re- 
stricted to the arrest and the cross with no mention of the Res- 
urrection (Lk 9:44; Mt 26:1). Luke 9:22 repeats almost word for 
word the statement of Mark as quoted above (Mk 8:30-31) and 
so does Matthew, too (Mt 16:21). Peter’s reaction is at odds 
with the story that includes the Resurrection. He “rebukes” 
Jesus: “God forbid, Lord! This shall never happen to you,” a 
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reproach that in turn provokes Jesus’ angry riposte and dis- 
approval of Peter: “Get behind me, Satan!” (Mt 16:22-23; 
Mk 8:32-33). 

The second indirect prediction is associated with Jesus’ or- 
der to the three leading apostles, Peter, James, and John, who 
have accompanied him to the Galilean mountain of the Trans- 
figuration, not to divulge their experience until he has risen 
from the dead (Mk 9:9; Mt 17:9). The extraordinary clarity of 
the announcement is offset by Mark's remark that the apostles 
had no idea what rising from the dead meant, which, in turn, 
confirms our finding that resurrection had had no prominent 
part in Jesus’ previous teaching. 

The third premonition is also situated in Galilee. It is 
couched in generic terms—Jesus will be delivered into the 
hands of unspecified “men”—and as in the previous case, the 
apostles did not know what he was talking about, but, con- 
trary to their habit, they were afraid to inquire (Mk 9:30-32; 
Mt 17:22-23; Lk 9:43-45). 

The fourth episode is set during Jesus’ last trip to 
Jerusalem, just a few days before Good Friday. In Mark’s ver- 
sion it has all the appearances of a prophecy after the fact, mir- 
roring in detail all the stages of the Passion, the arrest by the 
chief priests, the condemnation to death, the handing over to 
the Gentiles (the Romans), the mocking, spitting on, ‘and 
scourging, the execution, and the rising from the dead on the 
third day. 

In Luke, instead of adhering to the customary style of a di- 
rect prediction by Jesus, we encounter for the first time a ref- 
erence to the fulfillment of prophecies: 
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“Behold, we are going up to Jerusalem, and everything that is 
written of the Son of man by the prophets will be accomplished.” 
(Lk 18:31) 


The same formula is repeated later in Luke, first in the con- 
versation of the risen Jesus with the disciples on the way to 
Emmaus: 


“O foolish men, and slow to believe all that the prophets have 
spoken! Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these 
things and enter into his glory?” (Lk 24:25-26) 


And later in Jesus’ address to the apostles in Jerusalem: 


“These are my words which I spoke to you, while I was still with 
you, that everything written about me in the law of Moses and 
the prophets and the psalms must be fulfilled.” (Lk 24:44) 


In the last straightforward prediction, a couple of days before 
the crucifixion, Jesus foretells in Jerusalem his impending ar- 
rest and death: 


“You know that after two days the Passover is coming, and the 
Son of man will be delivered up to be crucified.” (Mt 26:2) 


If we leave aside the examples of the brazen serpent and the 
sign of Jonah, all the predictions are couched in clear and sim- 
ple language that no one could possibly misunderstand. It 
is hardly possible that they did not hear it. Indeed, on one 
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occasion Jesus is said to have explicitly drawn the apostles’ at- 
tention to what he was going to tell them: 


“Let these words sink into your ears; for the Son of man is to be 


delivered into the hands of men.” (Lk 9:44) 


In the circumstances, it is remarkable that the evangelists time 
and again assert, as we have shown above, that the disciples 


have found the announcement of Jesus incomprehensible: 


They kept the matter to themselves, questioning what the rising 
from the dead meant. (Mk 9:10) 


. They did not understand the saying, and they were afraid to ask 
him. (Mk 9:32; Lk 9:45) 


But they understood none of these things; this saying was hid from 
them, and they did not grasp what was said. (Lk 18:34) 


Later we learn something even more bizarre. The women 
friends of Jesus had actually forgotten what appears to 
have been their master’s most momentous statement until 
two angels in human appearance refreshed their memory 
(Lk 24:8). 

One detail of the prediction is reiterated several times: the 
Resurrection was expected to take place either “on the third 
day” or “after three days.” The typology of Jonah involves three 
days and three nights corresponding to the time spent by the 
fugitive prophet Jonah in the belly of the big fish (Mt 12:40). 
Mark, on the other hand, speaks of “after three days” (8:31; 
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9:31; 10:34), and Matthew and Luke refer to “the third day” 
(Mt 16:21; 17:22; 20:19; and Lk 9:22; 18:33; 24:46). 

According to our way of counting, three days means three 
twenty-four-hour periods, but Jesus did not remain that long in 
his grave, as he was buried late afternoon on Friday and the Res- 
urrection is placed by the evangelists before dawn on Sunday. 
The phrase of Matthew and Luke “on the third day” would suit 
this reckoning, but it is more likely that the expression was cho- 
sen because it was a typical Old Testament formula marking 
seven significant biblical events occurring “on the third day.” 
Among these are Abraham’s discovery of the site of the sacri- 
fice of Isaac: “On the third day Abraham lifted up his eyes and 
saw the place afar off” (Gen 22:4), and Hosea’s prophecy of the 
Resurrection: “After two days, he will revive us, on the third 
day he will raise us up” (Hos 6:2). One should also take into ac- 
count that, according to rabbinic reckoning, part of a day or 
night counted asa full day or night (yShabbath 2a; bPesahim 4a). 

There may have been another reason in favor of the choice 
of the third day. According to an ancient Jewish belief, after 
death the departed soul did not wish to abandon the body and 
was keen to rejoin it. Hence for three days it continued to 
hover over the body or kept on revisiting the grave (Genesis 
Rabba 100:7; yYebamoth 15¢). 

The predictions of the Resurrection of Jesus and the reac- 
tions ascribed to the disciples are filled with oddities. Contrary 
to what we have found in connection with the surviving say- 
ings of Jesus about afterlife, they suddenly turn resurrection 
into an issue of central importance, one that was forecast not 
only by Jesus, but also foreseen and foretold by the prophets 
of the Old Testament. In other words, the execution and 
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subsequent Resurrection of Jesus were part of his foreknowl- 
edge and, on account of the relevant “prophecies,” belonged to 
traditional Jewish messianic expectation. If so, the arrest and 
crucifixion of Jesus could not come out of the blue. On the con- 
trary, they must have been dead certainties for his apostles and 
disciples. 

Yet all the four Gospels prove the contrary. The cross and 
the Resurrection were unexpected, perplexing, indeed incom- 
prehensible for the apostles. When Jesus was captured in the 
garden of Gethsemane, his apostles abandoned him and fled, at 
least according to the testimony of the Synoptic evangelists. 
Peter even denied that he had known Jesus. As for the Resur- 
rection, no one was awaiting it, nor were the apostles willing 
to believe the good news brought to them by the women, who 
had visited the tomb of Jesus. 

In fact, we have two sets of evidence that contradict one an- 
other, with no possibility for reconciliation. Since it is hardly 
likely that the dishonorable behavior of the apostles does not 
correspond to reality, but is a mere invention, one must conclude 
that the predictions by Jesus of his death and Resurrection and 
his reference to biblical prophecies about his suffering and 
glorification are authentic. They appear to represent the tracing 
back to Jesus of some of the weapons of the apologetical- 
polemical arsenal of the Jewish-Christian Church. Jesus informed 
his confidants about the cross and the Resurrection, which 
could also be guessed by enlightened readers of the Bible. The 
realization of the predictions proved to the apostles and to the 
members of the nascent Church that however astonishing 
the two events appeared, they were willed, foreordained, and 
engineered by God. 
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Regarding Persons Other Than Jesus 


HE RESURRECTION OF JESUS IS BY NO 

means the one and only revival story 

in the New Testament. In addition to 

rumors of a risen John the Baptist, the Gospels 
and the Acts of the Apostles mention five par- 
ticular resuscitations: three are attributed to Je- 
sus and one each to Saint Peter and Saint Paul. 
When Jesus inquired from his apostles about 
who people thought he was, they referred to 
rumors according to which he was the reborn 
Elijah, Jeremiah, or another biblical prophet. 
He was:also held to be John the Baptist (Mk 
8:28; Mt 16:14; Lk 9:19). A similar story was 
circulating in Galilee in the court of Herod An- 
tipas, purporting that Jesus was the reincarna- 
tion of John the Baptist, whom Antipas had 
executed (Mk 6:14-16; Mt 14:1-2; Lk 9:7-9). 
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The expectation of the return of Elijah was part of Old Testa- 
ment tradition: the prophet Malachi spoke of God dispatch- 
ing again his messenger, Elijah (Mal 3:1; 4:5), and the New 
Testament also associates John the Baptist with the risen Eli- 
jah (Mk 1:2). 

The first of the resuscitations reported in the Synoptics, 
that of the daughter of a certain Jairus, is placed at the begin- 
ning of the Galilean career of Jesus. There is uncertainty 
among the evangelists about the identity of the father, who ap- 
proached Jesus (Mk 5:21-43; Mt 9:18-26; Lk 40-56). While all 
agree that he was called Jairus, or Yair in Hebrew, Mark and 
Luke describe him as the president of a local synagogue, 
whereas in Matthew he is a nameless “ruler,” an important fig- 
ure, no doubt belonging to the local council of elders. In 
Matthew the girl is already dead and the father invites Jesus to 
come to his house and raise her. In the other two Gospels she 
is on the point of dying, and news of her death reaches the fa- 
ther during his conversation with Jesus. Although Jesus tries 
to disguise the miraculous quality of his intervention and 
equivocally refers to her condition as sleep, a designation that 
serves also as a metaphor for death, the sarcastic reaction of the 
attendants makes clear that by the time of the arrival of the 
miracle worker, the twelve-year-old young woman was no 
longer among the living (Lk 8:53). 

The performance of Jesus’ miracle is witnessed by three 
apostles and the parents of the girl, according to Mark and 
Luke. Like healings and exorcisms, the resuscitation, too, was 
brought about by a command, Talitha cum, reproduced in Ara- 
maic in Mark and followed by a slightly expanded Greek trans- 
lation, “Little girl, I say to you, arise!” In Luke it appears only 
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in straight literal Greek, “Child, arise!” In Matthew the reviv- 
ification was preceded by bodily contact. Meeting Jesus, the 
father asked him to lay his hands on the dead child, and on their 
arrival in the house Jesus grasped the hand of the girl and 
raised her up. Luke expressly states that the spirit returned to 
her, implying thereby that she rose from the dead rather than 
just woke up from a coma. In conformity with his habit, Jesus 
forbade the divulgence of the miracle, but predictably the ru- 
mor of it spread in the neighboring districts. 

The second raising of the dead, transmitted only by Luke, 
is said to have happened in full publicity in Nain, an otherwise 
unknown Galilean village situated not far from Capernaum. It 
was observed by Jesus’ disciples and a great crowd. At the gate 
of the locality, Jesus and his followers met a funeral cortege 
carrying a young man, the only son of a widowed mother. 
Once more the raising of the dead is performed by touch and 
speech. Jesus put his hand on the bier and issued the order, 
“Young man, I say to you, arise!’—probably “Talya qum” in 
Aramaic. When the dead youth sat up and started to speak, the 
onlookers proclaimed Jesus a great prophet and, as one would 
expect, the news was broadcast far and wide in the country 
(Lk 7:11-17). 

These resuscitations recall the Old Testament stories of Eli- 
jah and Elisha (see pp. 23-24). While the reviving of the son of 
the widow from Zarephath and the son of the Shunemite 
woman increased the fame of these ancient prophets as miracle 
workers, nothing is said about the further life of the two young 
men. Likewise, in Galilee of the first century ap, the repu- 
tation of Jesus continued to grow after his raising of a girl 
and a young man, but neither the daughter of Jairus nor the 
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resuscitated youth from Nain is mentioned thereafter. Simi- 
larly, no recipient of Jesus’ charismatic healing and exorcistic 
activity is referred to again, with the exception of Mary Mag- 
dalene, out of whom Jesus is said to have expelled seven 
demons (Lk 8:2; Mk 16:9}. 

In the Synoptic Gospels as well as in the Acts of the Apos- 
tles, raising the dead differs from the stories of Elijah and 
Elisha insofar as it is connected with the final period preceding 
the establishment of the kingdom of God. Thus in a message 
sent to the imprisoned John the Baptist, Jesus implied that his 
ministry was accompanied by the rising of the dead and fore- 
shadowed the onset of the messianic age: “The blind receive 
their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the dead 
are raised up” (Mt 11:4-5; Lk 7:22). However, by the time of the 
Fourth Gospel, the outlook had changed and a clear distinction 
was made between “the resurrection at the last day” (Jn 11:24) 
and the resuscitation of a person in what counted as the pres- 
ent time, as can be seen in the account of Lazarus. According 
to the story told by John (Jn 11:1-46), Lazarus had fallen ill, 
died, and had already been buried for four days before Jesus ar- 
rived in Bethany, the hometown of Lazarus and his sisters. By 
then the decomposition of the corpse had already started. Yet 
when Jesus cried out with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!”— 
the dead man, with his hands and feet bound, and his face 
wrapped with a cloth, rose and emerged from the tomb. The 
attendants had to unbind him before he could properly walk. 

The principal discrepancy between John’s report and the 
Synoptics’ relates to the aftermath of this resurrection. In the 
Synoptics the resurrected persons are assumed to live on, yet 
they disappear over the horizon. They are simply the benefi- 


| 86 | 


Resurrection Accounts in the New Gestament... 


ciaries of the miracle-working activity of the holy man. By con- 
trast, we learn from the fourth evangelist that many Jews, 
friends and neighbors who came to comfort the bereaved sis- 
ters of Lazarus, saw what happened and made the story public, 
thus turning not only Jesus, but even Lazarus, into a celebrity. 
So when the raised Lazarus was sitting at the table at a dinner 
party in the company of Jesus, a great local crowd surrounded 
the house eager to see the former dead man enjoying a meal 
next to the prophet who had restored him to life. According to 
John, the impact of the sight had led many Jews to believe in 
Jesus, and this nearly brought a premature second death to 
Lazarus. We are told that the chief priests, in order to stop the 
growing popularity of Jesus, were plotting the assassination of 
Lazarus (Jn 12:9-11). 

As has been noted, charismatic power was not the exclu- 
sive privilege of Jesus, according to the Synoptic Gospels. He 
is reported as sharing it with his disciples right from the begin- 
ning of his Galilean activity. When the twelve apostles were 
sent on their first missionary tour, they were commanded to 
preach, heal the sick, cleanse lepers, expel evil spirits, and raise 
the dead (Mt 10:8). In fact, a case of resuscitation is attributed 
on a later occasion to Peter, who restored to life a charitable 
woman disciple from Joppa called “Deer,” Tabitha in Aramaic 
and Dorcas in Greek (Acts 9:36-41). Paul matched Peter’s per- 
formance and apparently revived Eutychus, a young man from 
the Mysenian coastal city of Troas in Asia Minor. The unfor- 
tunate youth fell to his death from a third-story window after 
dozing off during Paul’s overlong after-dinner speech (Acts 
20:7-10). We do not hear of either of them again, but their sto- 


ries serve to illustrate the continuing charisma in the early 
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Jesus movement that enveloped the ministry of Jesus and of his 
apostles and disciples with a splendid messianic aura. 

How were such resurrection stories received by first- 
century AD Palestinian Jews? Josephus may help answer this 
question. His depiction of the extraordinary miracles of the 
prophet Elisha, which many of Josephus’s coreligionists have 
accepted as established facts, gives a valuable insight into the 
mentality of the age. No doubt the sophisticated Josephus pre- 
ferred to sit on the fence, especially as he was addressing a Ro- 
man readership: 


Now I have written about these matters as I have found them in 
my readings; if anyone wishes to judge otherwise of them, I shall 
not object to his holding a different opinion. (Ant. 10:281) 


However, popular Jewish circles in the age of Jesus were with- 
out such scruples. They happily accepted miracles, and some of 
them joined-the Jesus movement and believed in the Resurrec- 
tion of Christ despite the problematic character of the Gospel 


evidence, as we shall outline in the next chapter. 


APPENDIX 
A Token Resurrection After the Death of Jesus 


A unique and otherwise unclassifiable incident is reported by 
Matthew as coinciding with the death of Jesus on the cross. 
According to his Gospel, this tragic event was marked by an 
earthquake, a common feature together with thunder, tornado, 
and fire of the eschatological crescendo in Scripture (Isa 29:6; 
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Ps 18:7; Mk 13:8; Mt 24:7; Lk 21:11). Following this earth- 
quake, rocks were split and tombs were opened. Out of them 
emerged the risen bodies of many saints who were seen by nu- 
merous inhabitants of Jerusalem following the Resurrection of 
Jesus (Mt 27:51-53). Needless to say, nothing is heard of them 
afterward. 

Matthew's account is best understood as symbolical and 
suggests that an anticipatory resurrection, the disgorging of 
the raised “saints” (ie., righteous) by the gaping tombs, hap- 
pened immediately after Jesus expired. Yet the saints are said 
to have appeared to “many” not on Friday, but early on Sun- 
day. Therefore the religious message hints at a link between the 
death and consequent Resurrection of Jesus and the general 
raising of the dead. This idea points to Saint Paul’s definition 
of the rising of Jesus as the “first fruits” of the general resur- 
rection. It is to be observed that Matthew speaks again of 
an earthquake at the moment of the Resurrection of Jesus 
(Mt 28:2). There is no further reference to the story in New 


Testament tradition. 
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The Gospel Accounts of the Resurrection of Jesus 


PRELIMINARY: THE BURIAL 
OF JESUS 


HE THREE SYNOPTICS, MARK, MATTHEW, 

and Luke, report that at the approach 

of nightfall on Friday, 15 Nisan, 
Joseph of Arimathea, a member of the San- 
hedrin and a crypto-sympathizer of Jesus, ob- 
tained permission from the Roman governor to 
take down the body from the cross. The centu- 
rion in command of the execution squad tes- 
tified before Pontius Pilate that Jesus had 
already died, and Joseph was granted permis- 
sion to proceed with a hasty burial. Without 
the use of the customary spices, he wrapped 
the body in a linen shroud. He then laid it ina 
freshly hewn rock tomb the entrance of which 
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was protected by a large and heavy rollable stone. Mary Mag- 
dalene and another woman, also named Mary, and one more or 
several further Galilean women are said to have watched Joseph 
of Arimathea burying Jesus (Mk 15:42-47; Mt 27:57-61; 
Lk 23:50-56). 

The tradition transmitted by John partly disagrees with 
the Synoptics. The crucifixion takes place on 14, not 15, Nisan. 
Joseph of Arimathea is helped by a second secret disciple of Je- 
sus, Nicodemus, to lay Jesus in the tomb (Jn 3:2). Nicodemus 
brings a linen shroud together with a large quantity of spices 
and the two hurriedly place Jesus in a new tomb in the midst 
of a garden without being observed by any woman witness 
(Jn 19:38-42). In John’s account there is no need for their ser- 
vices as Jesus’ body has already been anointed by the two men. 

Matthew, unlike the other evangelists, further notes that 
the Jewish leaders, fearing that the disciples of Jesus might 
steal his body to fake the fulfillment of his predicted Resurrec- 
tion, ask Pilate to keep the tomb under military guard. The 
governor leaves the matter in their hands, and the chief priests 
post sentries at the tomb after sealing the entrance to the grave. 

Thus the scene is set for the story of the Resurrection. The 
evidence will be considered in reverse chronological order, 
starting with John, the latest of the Gospels, and finishing 
with Mark, the earliest. 


Ghe Resurrection in John 


Chapters 20 and 21 of the Fourth Gospel recount the Resur- 
rection of Jesus and the appearances that followed it. With 
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chapter 20 ends John’s original account, stating: “Now Jesus 
did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, which are 
not written in this book; but these are written that you may 
believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that be- 
lieving you may have life in his name” (Jn 20:30-31). 

Chapter 21 has its own particular conclusion that reveals 
its supplementary nature: “But there are also many other 
things that Jesus did; were every one of them to be written, I 
suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that 
would be written” (Jn 21:25). 

John offers the most detailed picture of the purported 
apparitions of the risen Jesus. His narrative consists of eight 
stages. 


1. Early on Sunday morning, “while it was still dark,” Mary 
Magdalene, without being accompanied by other Galilean 
women, went to the burial place and found it open with the 
stone rolled away (Jn 20:1). 

2. At once she reported to Peter and the anonymous 
“beloved disciple” that the body of Jesus had been moved by 
unknown people: 


They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not om 
where they have laid him. (Jn 20:2) 


3. The two men ran to the sepulchre and Peter, who en- 
tered first, noticed there only the linen cloths and the napkin 
separately folded, but saw no body. The “beloved disciple” is 
said to have at once “believed,” although at that moment nei- 
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ther he nor Peter knew that Christ’s Resurrection had been 
predicted either by Jesus or by the Scriptures. Thereupon, ac- 
cording to John, both left the place and went home without 
saying a word or expressing any surprise or emotion (Jn 20:3-10). 

4. By contrast, Mary Magdalene, who had followed Peter 
and his companion to the garden, remained there weeping. Peer- 
ing into the tomb, she saw two angels, and when they asked 
her why she was crying, she told them that someone had re- 
moved the body of Jesus and transferred it to an unknown 
location. The angels made no comment (Jn 20:11-13). 

5. Next, Mary became aware of the presence of a man 
standing behind her whom she took for the gardener in charge 
of the burial ground. Presuming that it was he who had dis- 
placed the body, she inquired where he had put it so that she 
could take it away. When the presumed gardener addressed her 
as “Mary,” she identified him as Jesus and called him in Ara- 
maic “Rabbuni,” my Master. She was ordered by the visually 
unrecognizable Jesus not to cling to him as he had not yet gone 
to the Father and told her to inform the apostles about his im- 
pending ascent on high (Jn 20:17). So Mary Magdalene has- 
tened to the disciples and reported to them all that she had 
seen and heard (Jn 20:14-18). 

6. This vision of Mary Magdalene was followed by an ap- 
pearance of Jesus to the disciples on the same evening. Al- 
though the doors were shut, he entered the house and breathed 
on them the Holy Spirit, thus granting them power to pardon 
or retain sins in the course of their apostolic mission. 

4. Thomas the Twin, who was not present, did not trust 


his colleagues’ testimony: 
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He said to them, “Unless I see in his hands the print of the 
nails, and place my finger in the mark of the nails, and place 


my hand in his side, I will not believe.” (Jn 20:19-25) 


8. Eight days later the figure of Jesus was seen reentering 
the house despite the shut doors, and invited Thomas to touch 
his wounds. He did so and believed (Jn 20:26-29). 


John’s account of the Resurrection is followed by an addi 
tional episode, in which a third apparition to some disciples takes 
place, not in Jerusalem, but in Galilee by the Sea of Tiberias. 
Seven apostles spent the whole night fishing without catching 
anything. At dawn they saw a man on the beach, but like 
Mary Magdalene, they did not recognize him as Jesus until the 
“beloved disciple” told them that he was the Lord (Jn 21:1-7). 

The rest of the chapter is not directly relevant to the Res- 
urrection story. It goes without saying that John is substan- 
tially at variance with the Synoptics. 


Ghe Resurrection in Luke 


Luke’s Resurrection narrative, nearly as long as John’s, is 
made up of five parts. 


t. Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Mary the mother of 
James, together with other Galilean women disciples, arrived 
at the tomb early on Sunday to anoint the body. They knew 
the place, having kept Joseph of Arimathea under observation 
two days earlier. They found the stone rolled away and the 
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tomb empty. Two men in glittering clothes suddenly appeared 
and reminded them of Jesus’ earlier predictions: “Remember 
how he told you, while he was still in Galilee, that the Son of 
man must be delivered into the hands of sinful men, and be cru- 
cified, and on the third day rise” (Lk 24:6-7). Mary Magdalene 
and her friends informed the eleven apostles, but they haugh- 
tily shrugged off their words as women’s silly tales (Lk 24:1-12). 

2. On the same Sunday, Cleopas and another disciple trav- 
eled from Jerusalem to the village of Emmaus and were dis- 
cussing the tragedy of Jesus. They met a stranger on the road 
who did not seem to know anything about the events that had 
shaken up Jerusalem during the previous days. The disciples 
put him in the picture, told him of the empty tomb and about 
women hearing from angels that Jesus was alive, and that some 
of their male colleagues had confirmed the disappearance of the 
body. At that juncture, the stranger proceeded to demonstrate 
to them from the Scriptures that the Messiah had first to suf- 
fer and then be glorified. They invited him to stay with them 
in Emmaus and during the meal they were sharing, at the sight 
of some unspecified idiosyncrasy in the stranger’s benediction 
ritual, it dawned on them that their traveling companion was 
Jesus, but by then he had vanished. 

The two disciples at once rejoined the apostles and their as- 
sociates in Jerusalem, but even before they could report what 
they had seen, they were told that Jesus had appeared to Peter 
(Lk 24:13-35). 

3. At that moment the apostles and disciples saw a ghost: 
“They were startled and frightened, and supposed that they 
saw a spirit” (Lk 24:37). 

This ghost turned out to be Jesus, whose wounded 
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hands and feet could be touched. To prove his real human- 
ity, he asked for food and ate some fish before their eyes 
(Lk 24:36-43). 

4. The risen Jesus then explained to them all the scriptural 
predictions that related to him in the Law, the prophets, 
and the Psalms, and ordered the apostles to evangelize in his 
name the whole world (Lk 24:46). To make the story consistent 
with the Acts of the Apostles, where the ascension takes place 
forty days after Easter, the apostles are also commanded not 
to leave Jerusalem until they have received the Holy Spirit 
(Lk 24:49). 

5. Yet apparently on the same day, the Sunday of the Res- 
urrection, Jesus took them out of Jerusalem to Bethany, where 
they saw him rising to heaven (Lk 24:50-53). 


Ghe Resurrection in Matthew 


The account of Matthew, consisting of seven sections, is con- 


siderably shorter than those of John and Luke. 


1. Two women, Mary Magdalene and “the other Mary” (no 
doubt the mother of James as in Luke 24:10), went to the tomb 
on Sunday toward dawn. As they are not said to be carrying 
spices, we must surmise that their visit was motivated by piety 
(Mt 28:1). 

2. In the course of an earthquake, an angel, wearing shiny 
white garments, rolled back the stone from the opening of the 
rock cavity and sat on it. The guards posted there by the chief 
priests “trembled and became like dead men” (Mt 28:2~4). 
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3. The angel reassured the frightened women and an- 
nounced that Jesus had risen, hence the empty tomb, and or- 
dered them to report the news to the disciples and instruct 
them to meet Jesus in Galilee (Mt 28:5-7). 

4. Frightened as well as delighted, the women immediately 
set out to do as they were told, and on the way they had a vi- 
sion of Jesus, who repeated to them the angel’s instructions 
(Mt 28:8-10). 

5. When the guards recovered their senses, they went to 
tell the chief priests about the disappearance of the body 
of Jesus. The priests bribed them to pretend that the apos- 
tles had stolen the corpse during the night. This rumor con- 
tinued to circulate among the Jews even in Matthew’s day 
(Mt 28:11-15). 

6. Jesus was not seen in Jerusalem. The only vision the eleven 
apostles experienced was on a Galilean mountain. On that occa- 
sion some of them believed, but others did not (Mt 28:16-17). 

7. The Resurrection narrative and the Gospel end with the 
risen Jesus commissioning his disciples to baptize all the na- 
tions (Mt 28:18-20). 


Ghe Resurrection in Mark 


The oldest codices of Mark’s Gospel, the Sinaiticus and the 
Vaticanus (fourth century Ap), as well as the old Sinaitic Syr- 
iac translation (fourth-fifth century), abruptly terminate chap- 
ter 16 at verse 8. This is the so-called shorter ending of Mark. 


The longer ending (Mk 16:9-19), a later revision of the ac- 


count, will follow. 
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THE SHORTER ENDING 


This compact finale of Mark constitutes by far the briefest ac- 
count of Jesus’ rising from the dead. In fact, the generally 
agreed chronological sequence of the four Gospels—Mark, 
Matthew, Luke, John—present a progressively developing de- 
scription of the Resurrection. Three stages can be distin- 
guished in the chain of events as recorded in Mark 16:1-8. 


1. Three women, Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of 
James, and Salome, went to the tomb of Jesus before sunrise on 
Sunday with spices to anoint his body, wondering how they 
would be able to remove the heavy stone from the entrance 
(Mk 16:1-3). 

2. They found the stone rolled back and saw inside the 
tomb a young man seated and robed in a white garment, from 
whom they learned that Jesus was no longer in his grave. The 
women were commanded to announce his Resurrection to the 
apostles and tell them to meet him in Galilee (Mk 16:4-1). 

3. Terrified, they did not follow the order and kept the 
story to themselves: “They went out and fled from the tomb; 
for trembling and astonishment had come upon them; and they 
said nothing to any one, for they were afraid” (Mk 16:8). 


The Gospel dramatically breaks off on this note of suspense. 
Mark altogether abstains from mentioning any Resurrection 
appearance. However, a later editor or editors of the chapter 
who appended the longer ending felt it necessary to smooth 
down the ruggedness of Mark’s story and fill in the gaps un- 
der the influence of the Gospels of Luke and John. 
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Tue Loncer ENpDING 


The longer ending completes the main gap and inserts into 
Mark's narrative several apparitions of the risen Jesus. 


1. Early on Sunday, Jesus revealed himself in a vision to 
Mary Magdalene, out of whom he had previously expelled 
seven demons (see Lk 8:2). Mary reported the matter to the 
grieving apostles, but they refused to believe her (Mk 16:9-11). 

2. The longer ending makes Jesus appear in the country to 
two traveling disciples as he did in Luke’s Emmaus episode. 
Without delay they acquainted the apostles with their experi- 
ence, but their report, like that of Mary Magdalene, fell on 
deaf ears (Mk 16:12-13). 

3. Next, Jesus appeared in a vision to the eleven apostles 
and rebuked them for their lack of faith in the testimony of 
Mary Magdalene and the two travelers (Mk 16:14). 

4. The vision ends with the risen Jesus ordering the apos- 
tles to proclaim the message of the Gospel to the whole world 
and promising to them the gift of charismatic powers to be ex- 
ercised in his name (Mk 16:15-18). 

5. Then, seemingly on the same day, Jesus was lifted up to 
heaven to sit on God’s right hand (see also Lk 24:50). The dis- 
ciples, in turn, departed to preach the Gospel and confirmed 
their message by the charismatic miracles guaranteed to them 
by Jesus (Mk 16:19-20). 
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APPENDIX 


The Ascension 


Since the longer ending of Mark’s Resurrection story and 
that of Luke contain a description of Jesus’ ascent to heaven, 
it is appropriate to include here some comments on the ac- 
count of the ascension given by Luke in the opening chapter of 
the Acts of the Apostles. The three sources yield conflicting 
data. 


1. In the dedication of the Acts of the Apostles to his pa- 
tron Theophilus (see also Lk 1:3), Luke refers to his “first 
book”—the Gospel—dealing with Jesus’ life and teaching up 
to the moment of his elevation to heaven, seemingly on Easter 
Sunday. According to this second book, Jesus stayed with his 
disciples for forty days after his Resurrection, instructing them 
about the kingdom of God, during which period they remained 
in Jerusalem and waited for the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:1-5). 

2. While refusing to reveal to the apostles the moment of 
restoration of the kingdom of Israel, no doubt identical with 
the inauguration of God's kingdom, Jesus promised them the 
charismatic gift of the Holy Spirit in order to make them his 
witnesses among Jews and Gentiles (Acts 1:6-8). 

3. From the Mount of Olives (Acts 1:12), he was then borne 
heavenward by a cloud until he disappeared from the sight of 
the apostles. At once two white-robed men (angelic beings?) 
materialized and announced that he would return. “This Jesus, 
who was taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same 


way as you saw him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11). 


100 


The Gospel Accounts of the Resurrection of Jesus 


The sketches assembled in this chapter constitute the sum to- 
tal of the New Testament’s “documentary” evidence concern- 
ing the Resurrection of Jesus. 

All that remains now is to assess the reports included in the 
Gospels and supplement them with the relevant extracts from 
the Acts, Paul, and the rest of the New Testament material. 
The existing interpretations represent the full scale of the spec- 
trum. To quote the two extremes, N. T. Wright, the learned 
twenty-first-century bishop of Durham, author of a disquisi- 
tion of over eight hundred pages, concludes that the Resurrec- 
tion of Jesus was a historical event. By contrast, the more 
succinct David Friedrich Strauss, one of the creators of the 
historico-critical approach to the Gospels in the nineteenth 
century, declares that “rarely has an incredible fact been worse 
attested, and never has a badly attested fact been intrinsically 
less credible.” 
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Resurrection of Jesus 


HILE A FULL APPRAISAL OF THE NEW 
Testament evidence concerning 
the meaning of Jesus’ Resurrec- 

tion will have to wait until chapter 15 and the 
epilogue, our preliminary task here is to clarify 
the confused and often contradictory data con- 
tained in the Gospels and in chapter 1 of the 
Acts of the Apostles. 

The uncertainties concern the sequence 
of the events, the identity of the informants 
and witnesses, the number and location of 
the apparitions of Jesus, the presentation of 
prophecies relating to the Resurrection, and 
finally the date of Jesus’ purported depar- 
ture from earth. The discrepancies among 


the various accounts regarding both details 
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and substance cannot have escaped the eyes of attentive 
readers. 

The most significant peculiarity of the Resurrection stories 
is that they nowhere suggest that the rising of Jesus from the 
dead was expected by anyone. In Matthew, Mark, and John 
the Resurrection complex is presented as falling straight out of 
the blue, a complete surprise. Luke mentions Jesus’ earlier an- 
nouncement of his rising that was either misunderstood or for- 
gotten (!?!) by his disciples. 

The most irreconcilable versions are yielded by John on the 
one hand, and by Mark’s shorter ending, or Mark A, on the 
other. 

In John’s narrative the removal of the stone from the grave 
is not linked to the idea of Resurrection, but is attributed by 
Mary Magdalene to some unknown person who had entered it 
and taken away the body of Jesus. The idea of Resurrection 
does not arise at all in her report to the two apostles. Neither 
is there any hint at Resurrection in the conversation between 
Mary Magdalene and the two angels. 

At the other extreme, Mark A offers as the sole source of 
the story of the Resurrection the words of an unknown young 
man clad in white {an angel?). The women are told that the 
tomb is empty because Jesus has risen. Mary Magdalene and 
her two friends communicate their experience to no one. There 
is no reference to any vision of Jesus in Mark A just as there 
is no allusion to the empty tomb in Paul’s account in 1 Corin- 
thians 15. 

Characteristically, Jesus was never identified in any of his 
appearances. Mary Magdalene took him for the gardener, and 
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the disciples traveling to Emmaus and the apostles by the Sea 
of Tiberias thought he was a stranger. In Jerusalem the apos- 
tles believed they were seeing a ghost. The risen Christ did not 
display the familiar features of Jesus of Nazareth. 

Going through the stories, stage by stage, each of them con- 
tains unique elements missing from the other Gospels. Some of 
them lack parallels, others attest details that are irreconcilable. 


1. In John, Mary Magdalene ventures alone to the tomb 
and conveys her discovery of the disappearance of Jesus’ body 
to Peter and the “beloved disciple.” Peter and his companion 
do not trust Mary and go to check her report. The “beloved 
disciple” believes but we are not told exactly what. By implica- 
tion this means that Peter does not share his belief. Still in 
John, Mary Magdalene announces to the apostles that Jesus is 
going to the Father, apparently excluding the possibility of a 
further stay with them, let alone a visit to Galilee. However, 
this statement is contradicted in John’s additional account in 
chapter 21, where Jesus meets some of his apostles by the Sea 
of Tiberias. In Matthew, a Galilean mountain is the only place 
where Jesus appears to the apostles. In Mark A, a visit to 
Galilee is announced by the young man in the tomb, but the 
matter is dropped there and then. Unparalleled are the confir- 
mation of Peter’s leading position among the apostles, and the 
two episodes relating to Thomas as recorded in John. 

2. Luke’s particular contribution consists in his emphasis 
on the prophecies announcing the Resurrection. The two men 
(angels?) seen by the women in the tomb recall Jesus’ predic- 
tion of his suffering and rising, and both in his conversation 


with the disciples in Emmaus and during his appearance to the 
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apostles in Jerusalem, Jesus expounds the biblical prophecies 
foretelling his Resurrection. Peter's prominence is indicated by 
a special vision of Jesus exclusive to him prior to the return of 
the Emmaus disciples and the apostles’ vision of Christ in 
Jerusalem. Is this the apparition to Peter mentioned later by 
Paul (xz Cor 15:5)? 

3. In his Resurrection account, Matthew speaks of the 
guards fainting when the angel opens the tomb in the midst of 
an earthquake and of their later report of the event to the chief 
priests. Peculiar to Matthew is also the claim, attributed to the 
priests, that the apostles have stolen the corpse, and the refer- 
ence to the continued circulation of the rumor among hostile 
Jews at the time of Matthew's writing his Gospel. A further 
detail attested only by Matthew concerns the appearance of Je- 
sus to the two women who were bringing to the apostles the 
news of Jesus’ Resurrection. This is the only apparition of Je- 
sus mentioned by Matthew as occurring in Jerusalem. Finally, 
only Matthew describes the meeting of Jesus with his apostles 
on a mountain in Galilee, and notes that several of them contin- 
ued to harbor doubts, a detail left unresolved unlike John’s 
story of Thomas, first doubting but later believing. 

4. The unparalleled characteristics in the shorter ending of 
Mark are the evangelist’s assertion that the frightened female 
witnesses of the empty tomb kept the story to themselves, and 
the complete absence of apparitions. In the longer ending of 
Mark, the unmatched remarks relate to the unwillingness of 
the apostles to believe the testimony of either Mary Magda- 
lene or the disciples from Emmaus about their vision of Jesus, 
and to the detailed list of charismatic phenomena promised to 


the believers in the risen Christ. 
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Finally, there are flat contradictions between the sources. 


a. The accounts differ regarding the number and identity of 


the women who visited the tomb: one, Mary Magdalene, 
in John and Mark B; two, Mary Magdalene and the 
other Mary, in Matthew; three, Mary Magdalene, Mary 
the mother of James, and Salome, in Mark A; and sev- 
eral, Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, 
and other women from Galilee, in Luke. Such variations 
would have rendered the testimony unacceptable in a 
Jewish law court. 

. The number of the persons seen by the women at or in 
the tomb and the message they have received from them 
vary, too. In John two angels appear to Mary Magda- 
lene, but they do not ask her to do anything. In Luke the 
two men remind the women of Christ's prophecy about 
his Resurrection. In Matthew and in Mark A, the one 
angel entrusts Mary Magdalene and her friends with the 
duty to convey to the apostles the news of the Resurrec- 
tion of Jesus and an invitation to meet him in Galilee. 
However, in Mark the women do not obey this com- 
mand; nor do we find there, not even in the longer end- 
ing, a reference to a trip to Galilee. 

. The number and the location of the apparitions of Jesus 
also greatly differ in the various Gospels. In Mark A-there 
is none. In John, prior to his apparition to the apostles, 
Jesus shows himself to Mary Magdalene; in Matthew, to 
the women on their way to the apostles; in Luke, to the 
two disciples in Emmaus and to Peter alone in Jerusalem; 
while Mark’s longer ending speaks of apparitions of Je- 
sus both to Mary Magdalene in Jerusalem and to the 
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traveling disciples away from the capital. A vision by all 
the apostles occurring in Jerusalem is reported by Luke 
and Mark B. The same is referred to in John, except that 
on the first occasion Thomas is absent and eight days 
later he is present. By contrast, a Galilean mountain is 
the setting of the only apparition of Jesus to the apostles 
according to Matthew, while in John’s supplementary 
evidence, the Sea of Tiberias is the site of a final vision 
of Jesus by seven apostles. Luke, by contrast, especially 
excludes any departure from Jerusalem, so for him no vi- 
sionary encounter with Jesus can be situated in Galilee. 
. The apostolic mission is conferred on the disciples by the 
risen Jesus in Jerusalem according to John, Luke, and the 
longer ending of Mark. According to Matthew this hap- 
pens in Galilee. No actual meeting is stated in Mark A, 
although a confusing mention of a promised encounter in 
Galilee figures in the instruction given by Mark’s young 
man to the three women at the tomb. 

. Jesus’ ascension to heaven takes place in Jerusalem in 
Mark Band by implication in John; in Bethany according 
to Luke; and on the Mount of Olives (in the area of 
Bethany) in the Acts of the Apostles. The sources are 
however at variance as regards the date of the event. 
Mark B puts it at Easter Sunday, but in the Acts it hap- 
pens forty days later. Luke is equivocal. “He led them out 
as far as Bethany” could be understood as immediately 
following Jesus’ address to the apostles on the day of the 
Resurrection, but the previous mention of staying in 
Jerusalem until they are “clothed with power from on 
high” (an allusion to Pentecost) might suggest that Luke 
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both in his Gospel and in the Acts allows nearly six 
weeks to elapse between Easter and the Ascension. In 
John, Jesus’ journey to the Father is insinuated as hap- 


pening on Easter Sunday, too. 


In sum, a double argument is offered by the evangelists to 
prove the Resurrection of Jesus. The first is the Synoptic ver- 
sion based on the discovery of the empty tomb and interpreted 
by one or two mysterious messengers as the proof that Jesus 
has risen. The legal value of this attestation is weakened by the 
fact that the witnesses are women. Female testimony, flip- 
pantly called nonsense (léros) by the apostle in Luke, did not 
count in Jewish male society. Besides, the number and identity 
of the women witnesses remain in doubt. John and Luke try to 
improve the evidence by introducing two or several male wit- 
nesses (Peter and the “beloved disciple” in John; “some of 
those who were with us” in Luke} to confirm the women’s re- 
port insofar as the disappearance of the body of Jesus is con- 
cerned. But, as will be shown in chapter 15, resurrection is not 
the only possible explanation of an empty tomb. 

The second line of argument relies on visions and appari- 
tions that amount for those who accept them to firsthand evi- 
dence. But quite apart from the wide variations in the accounts 
regarding the time and place of the appearances and the-iden- 
tity of the visionaries, there are no independent witnesses from 
outside the circle of the followers of Jesus to corroborate them. 
In fact, here and there we find hints indicating that even some 
of the insiders remained unconvinced. The risen Lazarus is said 


to have been seen moving, eating, and drinking by all and 
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sundry, friend and foe, so that the chief priests were thinking 
of eliminating him. Nothing similar is voiced about Jesus. 

This glance at the evidence relative to the Resurrection of 
Jesus ends on a perplexing note. We will return to it and to the 
theories it has generated after the investigation of the remain- 
der of the material in the Acts of the Apostles, the letters of 
Saint Paul, and the rest of the New Testament has been com- 
pleted. 
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UR EXAMINATION OF THE SAYINGS AT- 

tributed to Jesus in the Gospels relat- 

ing to the Resurrection and to the 
topic of eternal life without necessarily imply- 
ing bodily revival has turned out a surprisingly 
small amount of material. Afterlife did not 
seem to have occupied a central position in the 
thought of Jesus. Perhaps the most likely expla- 
nation for this absence is that during his min- 
istry Jesus’ eyes were so galvanized on the 
imminent arrival of the kingdom of God that 
both he and his followers assumed the transi- 
tion between their era and the age of the king- 
dom of God to entail no passing through death. 
It was only during the brief period separating 
the cross from the instantly expected glorious 
return of Christ, a period during which some 
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believers would inevitably pass away (1 Thess 4:13-17), that 
the problem of their resurrection would arise (see pp. 121-23). 
The subject of the Resurrection gains importance through 
the treatment of two aspects of the life of Jesus in the Gospels. 
To serve the apologetical needs of the Church in explaining the 
cross and the subsequent rising of the Messiah, the evangelists 
felt obliged to insert into their account of the final phase of the 
life of Jesus repeated predictions of his coming death and Res- 
urrection (see chapter 8). These prophecies apparently aimed at 
preparing Jesus’ closest associates for his unanticipated down- 
fall and exaltation at the end of his career. It is obvious that in 
attempting to report the Resurrection of Jesus, the evangelists 
faced an uphill task. Their accounts display numerous inconsis- 
tencies. Yet the seven or eight decades—the years between 
AD 30 and AD 100-110—that separate the death of Jesus from 
the completion of John’s Gospel witnessed a steadily increas- 
ing certainty in the early Church regarding the Resurrection of 
Jesus and his spiritual presence among his followers. 
Chronologically the earliest comments are those of Saint 
Paul, whose literary activity extended over the fifties and pos- 
sibly the early sixties of the first century. Nevertheless, the 
ideas attributed to the beginning of the Jesus movement in 
Jerusalem and Judea, chronicled in the Acts of the Apostles, 
have every probability of mirroring in substance the earliest 
thoughts of the first Jewish-Christian communities of Pales- 
tine. The Book of the Acts represents an ideology that still re- 
flects the freshness and lack of sophistication of the original 
Jewish followers of Jesus before Paul conquered the intellec- 
tual high ground in the Church and exported his ideology to 
the non-Jewish world of Syria, Asia Minor, Greece, and Italy. 
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The contribution of the Acts to the development of the 
doctrine on the Resurrection is significant both in the section 
centered on the activity of Peter (chapters 1-12) and on that of 
Paul (chapters 13-28). Attention is focused on two main sub- 
jects, the fulfillment of prophecies regarding the ultimate fate 
of the Messiah, and the witnessing role assigned to the apos- 
tles whose principal task was to prove to their compatriots the 
reality of the Resurrection of Jesus. 

If we hold the view that Luke is the author of both the 
Third Gospel and the Acts, we will not be surprised to dis- 
cover that the prophetic argument in favor of the Resurrection 
of Jesus is attested in both works. Already in Luke’s Gospel, 
as against Mark, Matthew, and John, the prediction of the 
cross and the Resurrection is more emphatically assigned to the 
prophets of the Old Testament than to Jesus. 

In the first speech, placed by Luke on the lips of Peter ad- 
dressing the assembled Jewish multitude in Jerusalem at the 
feast of Pentecost, the leader of the apostles was determined to 
prove from the Psalms that the Resurrection had been predes- 
tined by God and foretold by “the prophet” David. Luke uses 
Psalm 16:10, “For Thou wilt not abandon my soul to Hades, 
nor let Thy Holy One see corruption,” as one of his main proof 
texts for the Resurrection. Pointing out that these words could 
not refer to David, who lay buried in his tomb in Jerusalem, Pe- 
ter asserted that the Psalmist must have foretold the triumph 
over death of the future Messiah, Jesus Christ. It is worth not- 
ing that the Resurrection of Jesus was inseparably connected 
with his exaltation and his sitting at the right hand of the Fa- 
ther (Acts 2:22-36). It was further corroborated by the state- 
ment that in Jesus came the fulfillment of David’s prophecy in 
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Psalm 110:1, “The Lord [God} said to my Lord [the Messiah], 
Sit at my right hand” (Acts 2:34). With the Resurrection and 
the glorification of Jesus is coupled the charismatic miracle of 
the reception of the Holy Spirit from God the Father and its 
transmission to the apostles by Christ (2:32). 

In Jesus was also realized Psalm 118:22, which metaphori- 
cally announced the transformation of the stone rejected by the 
builders into the essential cornerstone of a new edifice, the 
Church (Acts 4:8-11). Finally, Peter speaking in general terms 
in the house of the Roman centurion Cornelius, declared that 
according to the testimony of all the prophets, Jesus, empow- 
ered by the Holy Spirit, mastered diseases and the devil not 
only during his life, but also after being raised by God from the 
dead (Acts 10:34-43). 

The second characteristic concerning the passages under 
consideration relates to the apostles’ role in propagating faith 
in Christ, “the Author of life,” whom God has raised from the 
dead (Acts 3:15). “Witness” and “to witness” are words that 
turn up again and again in the first ten chapters of the Acts, 
and the testimony in question is regularly allied to the manifes- 
tation of charismatic power. 

Already in Acts 1, the purpose of the election of Matthias 
to the college of the apostles, replacing the traitor Judas, was 
to make him, together with the other eleven close associates 
of Jesus, a witness of the Resurrection. The choice of the new 
apostle by casting lots contains the suggestion that the winner 
was selected by God (Acts 1:26), but the most spectacular ex- 
ample of charisma was revealed at Pentecost when Peter and 
his companions proclaimed to the crowd: “This Jesus God 
raised up, and of that we are all witnesses” (Acts 2:32). Their 
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testimony was prompted, we are given to believe, by the glori- 
fied risen Jesus who, sitting at God's right hand, completely 
transformed his hitherto spineless disciples through the gift of 
the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:33). 

The healing of a lame man in the Temple by Peter and John 
“in the name of Jesus of Nazareth” (Acts 3:1-16) was another 
form of witnessing that Christ had been raised from the dead 
and was active through Peter and his associates. Even when no 
details are listed, the way of life of the Jerusalem Church un- 
der the guidance of the apostles is depicted as a powerful testi- 
mony to the Resurrection of Jesus (Acts 4:33). Later, when 
ordered by the high priest to stop creating trouble through 
preaching about Christ, Peter and his colleagues affirmed it to 
be their God-given and Spirit-inspired duty to announce the 
Resurrection and exaltation of Jesus and testify to it by word 
and deed: “We are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy 
Spirit whom God has given to those who obey him” (Acts 5:32). 

Finally, in Caesarea, in the house of the Roman centurion 
Cornelius, Peter’s pronouncement concerning the apparition 
of the Resurrected Jesus to him and his companions and the ob- 
ligation imposed on them to act as his witnesses was immedi- 
ately followed by a major charismatic event, the pouring out of 
the Holy Spirit over the whole Gentile family of Cornelius 
that made its members speak in tongues and praise God (Acts 
10:34-477). 

The writer of Acts was not preoccupied by the Resurrec- 
tion of Jesus as such. A risen Messiah, no longer visibly active 
in society, would not have made much impact on the audience 
of the apostles. So they presented the Resurrection in context. 


It was a first step conducive to the exaltation and glorification 


The Resurrection of Jesus in the Acts of the Apostles 


rising from the dead was the anticipation of the general resur- 
rection (Acts 26:23). 

Such is the new perspective opened by the Acts of the 
Apostles on the Resurrection of Jesus. It was the inward mo- 
tor that propelled the budding Church to preach the Gospel to 
Jews and Gentiles. This idea needs now to be followed up by 
the more personal testimony relating to the Resurrection con- 
tained in the letters of Saint Paul. It conveys, not the tradition 
handed down by the companions of Jesus during his lifetime, 
as the Book of the Acts purports to do, but the insights of the 
great visionary at the gate of Damascus, whose perceptions 
were to lay the foundations of fully fledged Christianity. 
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of Jesus and his enthronement in heaven next to God from 
where he was to dispense the Holy Spirit through his earthly 
representatives to the world at large. This is an essentially new 
portrayal of the Resurrection of Jesus in the framework of the 
charismatic activity of the nascent Church. 

No presentation of the Resurrection in the Acts can be 
considered complete without touching on three passages ex- 
pressing the opinion ascribed to Paul on the matter. They fore- 
shadow the point of view encountered in the Pauline letters. 
Belief in the dying and rising Christ is the most fundamental 
tenet of the teaching of Paul. Indeed, he asserted before the 
Jewish high court that all his troubles with the Temple author- 
ities, dominated by the antiresurrection Sadducees, arose from 
his belief in the rising of the dead. As a clever rhetorician, he 
used to his polemical advantage the disagreement on the sub- 
ject of the Resurrection that he knew existed between the Sad- 
ducee and Pharisee members of the Sanhedrin. “Brethren, I am 
a Pharisee, a son of Pharisees,” he cried out in the council, 
“with respect to the hope and the resurrection of the dead J am 
on trial” (Acts 23:6). Thus all of a sudden the Pharisee council: 
lors turned pro-Paul, apparently declaring, “We find nothing 
wrong in this man,” and they were even willing to accept that 
Paul had a supernatural experience. “What if a spirit or an an- 
gel spoke to him?” (Acts 23:9). Paul later reiterated before Fe- 
lix, the Roman procurator of Judea, that his preaching of the 
resurrection was the main reason for the conflict opposing him 
to the Jewish leadership (Acts 24:15). Lastly, in the presence of 
the Jewish king Agrippa II, Paul once again maintained that 
the chief accusation leveled against him concerned his hope 
in the Resurrection (Acts 26:8) and his teaching that Christ’ s 
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HE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE AP-~ 

proaches to the Resurrection in the 

Gospels and the rest of the New Tes- 
tament is principally due to the varying stances 
taken by their writers. As we have seen, the 
purpose of the evangelists was threefold. They 
sought to present the teaching of Jesus about 
the Resurrection and eternal life; to list the 
predictions made by himself or by the ancient 
prophets of his death and rising; and to outline 
the events that happened before dawn on the 
first Easter Sunday. The other New Testament 
authors endeavored to derive from the Resur- 
rection story doctrines concerning Jesus and 
to his followers. Put differently, Luke in the 
Acts, Paul, and the rest of the letter writers of 
the New Testament took the rising of Christ 
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already for granted and endeavored to describe the impact of 
the Resurrection on the theological understanding of Jesus, or 
on the apostles and the first Christians. 

Saint Paul played a crucial role in establishing resurrection 
as the kernel of the Christian message. We have already seen 
that, in the Acts, Paul's perception of the death and Resurrec- 
tion was the focus of the religion preached by him. More than 
once he identified his doctrinal outlook as hope founded on the 
Resurrection. He comments only once on the events surround- 
ing the Resurrection of Jesus when he passes on to his flock in 
Corinth a tradition he has inherited from his seniors in the 


faith concerning the death, burial, and Resurrection of Jesus. 


For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, 
that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, 
that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accor- 
dance with the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then 
to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five hundred 
brethren at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some 
have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the 
apostles. Last of all...he appeared also to me. (1 Cor 15:3-8) 


The tradition received by Paul includes features that are absent 
from the other Resurrection accounts of the New Testament. 
In his detailed list there are several otherwise unattested ap- 
paritions, such as the vision of the risen Jesus at some unspec- 
ified place and time by more than five hundred followers, most 
of whom were still alive in ap 53 or thereabouts when Paul 
wrote his first letter to the Corinthians. He refers to subse- 


quent appearances of Christ to Cephas-Peter and James, the 
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two dominant figures of the primitive Church and the only 
two apostles whom Paul decided to meet on his first visit to 
the Jewish-Christian community in Jerusalem. He adds also his 
own vision of Jesus, no doubt his mystical experience outside 
Damascus (Acts 9:3~4). It is noteworthy that, although Paul 
refers to the burial of Jesus, he does not know or wish to men- 
tion the discovery of the empty tomb and the disappearance of 
the body of Christ. 

While Paul’ s report, written in the fifties of the first cen- 
tury, predates Mark, Matthew, and Luke by some fifteen to 
forty-five years, it could well reflect a revised and edited ver- 
sion of events influenced by Paul’s “political” considerations. 
By asserting that he, too, was granted an appearance of the 
risen Jesus, Paul intended to insinuate his equality to Peter and 
James. Also, by omitting to mention the legally worthless fe- 
male testimony about the empty tomb and the first apparitions 
of the resurrected Christ to women, he meant to strengthen 
the evidence coming from reliable male witnesses, Peter, James, 
Paul himself, and a large group of men, many of whom could 
still be interviewed by any Corinthian pilgrim to the Holy 
Land keen enough to seek out the survivors. It would seem, 
however, that when Paul wrote the epistle, the debate was not 
about the validity of the tradition concerning the Resurrection 
of Jesus, but about the idea prevalent in the Hellenistic world 
that the return from Hades was meaningless. “How can some 
of you say,” Paul indignantly inquired, “that there is no resur- 
rection of the dead?” (1 Cor 15:12). 
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PAUL’S TEACHING ON THE RESURRECTION 
IN 1 THESSALONIANS 


A careful look at Paul’s texts reveals that the issue of the Res- 
urrection of Jesus did not arise either from historical consider- 
ation or from philosophical reflection, but from lively debates 
in the Pauline communities about the practical sequels of the 
faith in Resurrection. It was connected with the conviction 
that the dead would rise at the impending Parousia, or return 
of Christ. 

Resurrection linked to the Parousia arose in the early stages 
of Paul’s literary activity as it is attested in the first letter to 
the Thessalonians between Ap 50 and 52. The eyes of the faith- 
ful in the Church of Thessalonica were focused on the instant 
coming from heaven of Christ, the Son of God, risen from the 
dead and deliverer of the faithful from judgment (1 Thess 
1:9-10; see also 2 Cor 4:14; 5:14-15). 

The eschatological enthusiasm generated by the expectation 
of the Parousia produced, Paul tells us, extravagant ideas 
among the Thessalonians. Some of them went so far as to pro- 
claim that the Lord had already arrived, and his return had 
been announced in a letter by Paul himself (2 Thess 2:1~2). 

The Thessalonians were eagerly awaiting the great event, 
but some of them expressed concern about the fate of those 
Church members who had died before the day of Christ’s re- 
turn. Paul reassured them: as God raised Christ, he would also 
revive the dead who had believed in the risen Jesus. His Res- 
urrection holds the key to salvation. Paul then presented the 
following scenario of the Parousia: The Lord Jesus would 
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descend from heaven and order an archangel to sound the trum- 
pet for resurrection. Then “the dead in Christ” would return 
to life and be lifted up by clouds, vehicles of heavenly trans- 
port, to meet Jesus in the air, while the living Christians, in- 
cluding Paul himself, without passing through death would be 
caught up with them and join Jesus and remain with him for- 
ever. In short, Paul and his early followers envisaged the Res- 
urrection of Jesus first and foremost as the prototype and cause 
of the rising of the dead and as the source and guarantee of the 


eternal salvation of all the chosen. 


But we would not have you ignorant, brethren, concerning those 
who are asleep... For since we believe that Jesus died and rose 
again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring him to those who 
have fallen asleep. For this we declare to you by the word of the 
Lord, that we who are alive, who are left until the coming of the 
Lord, shall not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord 
himself will descend from heaven, with a cry of command, with 
the archangel’ s call, and with the sound of the trumpet of God. 
And the dead in Christ will rise first; then we who are alive, who 
are left, shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to 
meet the Lord in the air; and so we shall always be with the Lord. 
(1 Thess 4:13-17) 


While on this occasion the beneficial effects of Christ’s Resur- 
rection were seen as affecting only deceased Church members, 
a few years later in the mid-ap 50s the perspective broadened, 
and after a short while, in his first correspondence with the 


Corinthians, Paul mentions the curious custom of Christians 
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undergoing baptism on behalf of the dead. The vicarious rite 
was intended to ensure that deceased pagans close to Church 
members might draw some benefit from the Resurrection of 
Jesus. 

Since for Paul the Resurrection of Jesus was the token of 
the future resurrection of the baptized, his theory applied only 
to a tiny portion of the dwellers in Sheol, a handful of dead 
Christians, and a few pagans redeemed through the baptism 
for the dead. Paul’s perspective did not include all the righ- 
teous who had died before Christ, let alone the resurrection of 
all the just and the wicked since Adam. 


PAUL’S TEACHING ON THE RESURRECTION 
IN 1 CORINTHIANS 


Paul’s preoccupation with the problem of the Resurrection did 
not come to an end with the first letter to the Thessalonians, 
but revealed itself to be especially lively in the first letter to 
the Corinthians. Indeed, chapter 15 of that letter provides the 
most detailed record of Paul’s understanding of the impact of 
the Resurrection of Jesus on Christian believers. Here again 
Paul confronts a theological problem from a practical point of 
view. He condemned Christian men frequenting prostitutes 
because he perceived a mystical union between the human 
body and the body of Christ. In his view, the bodies of the 
faithful belonged to the Lord. Having died with the crucified 
Christ when they were dipped into the baptismal pool, their 
flesh was symbolically raised with the risen Christ when they 
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emerged from the water. Hence Paul’s negative answer to the 
question, “Shall I take the members of Christ and make them 
members of a prostitute? Never” (1 Cor 6:15). 

The same letter speaks of members of the Church querying 
the possibility of the resurrection of the dead. For Paul, this 
was tantamount to a denial of the Resurrection of Christ and 
of the faith he had preached. If the dead cannot be raised, he 
argues, then Jesus was not raised. Consequently, sins are still 
unredeemed, hope in the resurrection is futile, and all the de- 
ceased Christians are lost (1 Cor 15:12-18). However, he con- 
tinues, the Resurrection of Jesus was not for his own sake 
alone, but being the “first fruits” of all those to be raised, it 
marked the beginning of a multitude of reawakenings. As the 
first Adam inflicted death on all his posterity, the risen Christ 
mystically enabled those who were to believe in him to have a 
share in life through his resurrection (1 Cor 15:21-23). 

As a Jew, Paul could not conceive of resurrection without 
envisaging some kind of a body, but, combining his Jewish 
legacy with the Hellenistic ideas of his readers, he insisted that 
this body would be totally different from the one that had 
died. The risen body would be imperishable, glorious, and 
powerful, bearing the image not of the mortal Adam, but that 
of the glorified Christ. The raised dead would be granted a 
spiritual body, and the just, alive at the Parousia, would have 


their earthly bodies transformed into spiritual ones. 
We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed, in a moment, 


in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet 
will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we shall 
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be changed. For this perishable nature must put on the imperish- 
able, and the mortal nature must put on immortality. (1 Cor 
15:5 1-54) 


In sum, in his address to the Corinthians, Paul did not seek to 
clarify the meaning of Jesus’ Resurrection, but its effects on 
his followers. The resolution of the significance of the Resur- 
rection as far as Jesus himself was concerned had to wait until 
Paul's later correspondence, especially until the epistle to the 
Romans. 


PAUL’S TEACHING ON THE RESURRECTION 
IN THE LETTER TO THE ROMANS 


Writing to the Romans in the mid or late Ap 50s, Paul reflected 
on the Resurrection considered from the angle of Christ’s rela- 
tion to God and to the community of believers. Unlike John, 
who in the Prologue of his Gospel identified Jesus as the eter- 
nal divine Word become human for a short time, Paul, moving 
in the opposite direction, solemnly declared that the man Jesus, 
born of a Jewish woman as a descendant of King David, rose to 
the dignity of Son of God through his Resurrection from the 
dead (Rom 1:4). In other words, on the first Easter Sunday the 
status of Jesus underwent a fundamental change. The opening 
paragraph of the letter to the Romans marks the moment in the 
history of Christian literature when Jesus was formally pro- 
claimed “Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holi- 


ness” on account of his resurrection from the dead. 
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In the same way, Paul also emphasized the role of the Res- 
urrection in the relationship between Jesus and his followers. 
He expressed his thought through the medium of the mystical, 
or sacramental, concept of baptism. Paul did not view baptism 
merely as a Jewish rite of purification by water. For him the 
pool symbolized the tomb where the body of Jesus had lain and 
where the Resurrection took place. So when the candidates to 
be initiated into the Christian mystery were submerged in the 
baptismal waters, they mystically united themselves with the 
sin-effacing death of Christ. Afterward, when they rose from 
the pool, they believed they started a new life issued from the 
Resurrection of Jesus and became children of God. 


Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into 
Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were buried there- 
fore with him by baptism into death, so that as Christ was raised 
from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in 
newness of life. (Rom 6:3-4; cf. Col 2:12) 


This birth to a new life was animated by the Spirit of God em- 
anating from the Resurrection of Jesus: 


If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, 
he who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will give life in your mor- 
tal bodies also through the Spirit which dwells in you. (Rom 8:11) 


A little later on, the centrality of the Resurrection in the life 


of the faithful is expressed with even more emphatic succinct- 
ness: 
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If you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your 
heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 
(Rom 10:9) | 


Apart from the correspondence with the Thessalonians, 
Corinthians, and Romans, the theme of the Resurrection from 
the dead plays little or no part in the rest of the Pauline and 
deutero-Pauline literature. The epistles to the Galatians, Ephe- 
sians, Philippians, Colossians, 2 Timothy, and Hebrews use 
the terms “resurrection” and “to rise” only ten times, adding 
nothing to the meanings with which we are already familiar. 
The other letters, 1 Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, never 
broach the subject. 

One final point needs to be examined before concluding the 
discussion of Paul’s contribution to the topic of the Resurrec- 
tion of Jesus. In 1 Corinthians 15:3, Paul firmly asserts that 
Jesus rose from the dead on the third day “in accordance with 
the scriptures,” yet contrary to his custom, he fails to back 
his statement with a citation. It is possible that the postbibli- 
cal Jewish representation of Genesis 22, the voluntary self- 
sacrifice of Isaac, in which the death and the resurrection of the 
victim on Mount Moriah is figuratively contemplated, kept on 
haunting Paul’s creative imagination. However, only the 
deutero-Pauline letter to the Hebrews furnishes positive sup- 


port to this theory: 


By faith Abraham ... offered up Isaac... He considered that 
God was able to raise men even from the dead; hence, figuratively 


speaking, he received him back. (Heb 11:17-19) 
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Nevertheless, the absence of an actual Bible quotation in favor 
of the Resurrection of the Messiah suggests that there existed 
no established tradition among Jews about a dying and risen 
Christ. 

In sum, whereas the idea of the Resurrection lay at the pe- 
riphery of the preaching of Jesus, based on the idea of the king- 
dom of God, Saint Paul turned it into the centerpiece of his 
mystical and theological vision, which was soon to become 
quasi-identical with the essence of the Christian message. 
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HE REMAINING BOOKS OF THE NEW 

Testament contribute remarkably lit- 

tle to the problem of the Resurrec- 
tion. The letters of James, 2 Peter, 1-3 John, 
and Jude are silent on the subject. Only the 
first epistle of Peter has something new to say, 
and the Book of Revelation contains a single 
reference to general resurrection. 

To begin with the latter, chapter 20 of Rev- 
elation offers an idiosyncratic picture of the 
resurrection with no parallel anywhere in the 
New Testament. Unlike the Hebrew Bible and 
postbiblical Jewish literature, it depicts the 
general raising of the dead not in one, but in 
two stages. The first resurrection is linked to 
the return of Christ and benefits only the mar- 
tyrs, “those who had been beheaded for their 
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testimony to Jesus.” According to the imagery of Christian 
millenarian speculation, they are to reign with Christ for a 
thousand years during which “the dragon, that ancient ser- 
pent, who is the Devil and Satan,” will be bound and impris- 
oned (Rev 20:2-4). At the end of the millennium comes the 
second resurrection (Rev 20:5), that of the rest of mankind, 
both the pious and the impious of the past ages, followed by 
the last judgment. Those inscribed in God's book of life are to 
join the beneficiaries of the first resurrection, and the wicked 
will be condemned to a second death and cast forever into a 
lake of fire (Rev 20:11-15). This two-tier concept of resurrec- 
tion has never become part of mainstream Christian thinking, 
but inspired esoteric speculations over the centuries. 

The first letter of Peter also includes something unattested 
elsewhere, called the “harrowing of hell” in English theological 
jargon, that is to say, Christ’s descent to the underworld be- 
tween his death and Resurrection in order to rescue the de- 
ceased. The idea is associated with the redeeming symbolism of 
a new birth springing from the Resurrection of Jesus (1 Pet 


1:3). The principal passage contains an explicit hint at baptism. 


For Christ also died for sins once and for all... that he might 
bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive in 
the spirit, in which he went and preached to the spirits in prison, 
who formerly did not obey, when God's patience waited in the 
days of Noah, during the building of the ark, in which a few, that 
is eight persons, were saved through water. Baptism, which corre- 
sponds to this, now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the 
body but as an appeal to God for a clear conscience, through the 


resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at 
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the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers sub- 
ject to him.” (1 Pet 3:18-22) 


The letter resumes the main features of the theological canvas 
of redemption familiar from the writings of Paul: Christ’s 
death expiated man’s sin and his Resurrection brought about 
the salvation of the believer through baptism. The novel ele- 
ment in the picture is the saving action that the dead, but al- 
ready spiritually revived, Jesus performed in the underworld 
prior to his terrestrial Resurrection. Sometime between the af- 
ternoon of Good Friday and the dawn of Easter Sunday, Jesus 
visited Sheol, the abode of the deceased, intending to save a 
special group of sinners. They were the wicked humans of the 
age of the Flood, who failed to amend their ways during the 
time of repentance granted them by a magnanimous God, while 
Noah was building the ark. According to Jewish tradition, 
God would not decree the destruction of this most dissolute of 
all generations without giving them a chance to repent. Hence 
Noah, who is described as the “herald of righteousness” (2 Pet 
2:5), was ordered to preach to them and try to bring them to 
their senses before it was too late. He was not listened to, so 
that all mankind perished except “eight souls*—Noah and his 
wife, his three sons, and their three wives—who escaped de- 
struction in the ark. The water that carried the ark prefigured 
baptism and its saving power derived from the Resurrection of 
Christ. We are not told whether Jesus, already filled with the 
spirit, was more successful than Noah, but the episode under- 
lines the universal character of the redeeming intention attrib- 
uted to him by the writer of 2 Peter. 

The main novelty of the story is the insertion of a new 
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stage into the sequence of events between the death and the 
Resurrection of Christ: the journey to hell of the soon rising, 
but not yet risen, Jesus and the extension of his saving gesture 
to all the deceased, represented by the worst of sinners. This 
enlarged aim far exceeds Paul’s restricted purpose, which was 
the communication of the fruits of the Resurrection to the dead 
Christians. This generosity of 1 Peter toward the deceased of 
all ages is remembered by the introduction of this odd detail 
of the story of Jesus into some of the Church’s Creeds. The 
Apostles’ Creed reads: “He suffered under Pontius Pilate, was 
crucified, died and was buried, descended to hell, rose from the 
dead on the third day.” The Athanasian Creed, in turn, declares: 
“Who suffered for our salvation, descended to hell, rose from 


the dead on the third day.” 


APPENDIX 
“Life” and “Eternal Life” in the 
New Testament Outside the Gospels 


Our analysis in chapter 8 of the use of “life” or “eternal life” 
has shown that in the Synoptics the terms are synonymous 
with the “kingdom of God,” and “eternal life” is seen as the re- 
ward for the observance of God’s commandments and ‘even 
more so for the performance of heroic virtue. In the Gospel of 
John, on the other hand, eternal life is the ultimate remunera- 
tion for faith in Jesus, the Son of God. None of the evangelists 
ever links explicitly resurrection with eternal life. The latter 
can be conceived of without the idea of bodily revival. If one 


is to distinguish between “life” and “eternal life,” the former 


| 132 | 


| 15 | 


The Meaning of the Concept of 


Resurrection in the New Testament 


FTER THE SURVEY OF THE BIBLICAL AND 
postbiblical Jewish evidence con- 
cerning afterlife and the examination 

of the full New Testament material, what have 

we learned about the early Christian concept 
of the resurrection of the dead in general, and 
the Resurrection of Jesus in particular? 

Let it be emphasized once again that most 
of the Old Testament ignores the idea of the re- 
vivification of the dead: that active and effec- 
tive religious life is seen by ancient Judaism as 
restricted to man’s worldly career; and that the 
inevitability of death and a permanent Sheol 
entailing a reduced, joyless, and as it were God- 
less existence in a dreamless sleep is accepted as 
mankind’ s inexorable heritage. 


Yet, while in biblical wisdom this world 


| 3134 | 


Ghe Resurrection of Jesus in the Rest of the New Gestament 


would indicate the granting of circumstances that lead toward 
the kingdom of God, whereas the latter is the prerogative of 
the established citizens of that kingdom. 

Paul frequently refers to “life” or “eternal life,” but he does 
so without explicitly alluding either to the Resurrection of Je- 
sus or to resurrection in general. Twice he introduces the idea 
of immortality, seen as a sign of spiritual survival (Rom 2:7; 
2 Tim 1:10), but as a rule the main contrast is between death 
brought by Adam and life originating with Jesus Christ (Rom 
5:17-18, 20; 6:23). Paul comes nearest to associating life with 
resurrection when he depicts human bodies as vehicles carry- 
ing both the death of the crucified Jesus and the life of the 
risen Christ (2 Cor 4:10-11). 

The three Johannine letters, which never speak of resurrec- 
tion, generally agree with the Fourth Gospel in joining the no- 
tion of faith to eternal life. As for the Book of Revelation, it is 
rich in symbols such as “water of life” (Rev 7:17; 21:6; 22:1, 17), 
“tree of life” (Rev 2:7; 22:2, 14, 19), “crown of life” (Rev 2:10; 
cf. Jas 1:12), and “book of life” (Rev 3:5; 13:8; 17:8; 20:12, 15; 
21:27; cf. Phil 4:3). 

All in all, these passages regarding “eternal life” contribute 


little to the interpretation of the notion of resurrection. 
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and the present age are the theater of the love and worship of 
God, one detects in Jewish piety of the later centuries of the 
Old Testament era a secret yearning for continued relation af 
ter death with the Creator and heavenly Father. We have to 
wait, however, until the end of the third and early second cen- 
turies Bc, and in particular until the Jewish experience of reli- 
gious martyrdom, to encounter the notion of life after death in 
the form of spiritual immortality or bodily revival. These con- 
cepts had been attested, especially under the influence of the 
Pharisees from the second century sc onward, but they did not 
seem to have become part of the core of Judaism until the sec- 
ond or third century ap and later. Since in the early first cen- 
tury Ap the impact of the Pharisees on Galilee was at best 
limited, the frequently assumed notion that belief in resurrec- 
tion was an accepted fact among the contemporaries of Jesus 
cannot be derived from sources reflecting popular traditions 
current in the Judaism of that age. 

As the relevant findings have been listed in passing in the 
foregoing chapters dealing with the New Testament, all that 
remains here is to offer a systematic exposition of the meaning 
of resurrection. This will be done under three headings. The 
first two relate to theology, but the third will take us to the 
heart of the matter, the “event” of the Resurrection of Jesus. 

Before addressing these three issues, a preliminary question 
must be settled. How do the various accounts of resurrection, 
or rather resuscitation, mentioned in the Old and New Testa- 
ments (see p. 23 and chapter 9) compare with the Resurrection 
of Jesus and with the eschatological resurrection envisaged for 
mankind? 


Resuscitation is the “miraculous” continuation of life as it 
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was lived previously, the climax of charismatic healing. By con- 
trast, the rising of the dead (with the exception of the wander- 
ing about of “the saints” in Jerusalem after the earthquake that 
marked the death of Christ, see pp. 88-89) is considered as an 
occurrence awaited in the future. It is associated with the ex- 
pected Second Coming, or Parousia, and the accompanying 
universal, final judgment of all mankind which concludes the 
present age. As for the Resurrection of Jesus, it is depicted as 
a unigue phenomenon, both historical and eschatological. It is 
not seen as the continuation of Jesus’ precrucifixion life, nor 
is his Resurrected body represented as identical with the one 
known to his companions. Moreover, his Resurrection is treated 
as the anticipation and cause of the reawakening of the dead at 
the end of time. In short, the resumed existence of the resus- 
citated dead by Elijah, Elisha, Jesus, Peter, and Paul sheds no 
true light on the concept of eschatological resurrection. The 
two fall into separate categories. 


THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE 
RESURRECTION FOR THE THEOLOGICAL 
UNDERSTANDING OF JESUS BY NASCENT 

CHRISTIANITY 


Contrary to the generally held opinion that the concept of res- 
urrection constitutes the focal point of Christology (the doc- 
trine relating to Jesus), close scrutiny of the New Testament 
evidence suggests that it forms simply the initial stage of the 
belief in his exaltation. Christ’ s complete glorification is seen in 
his enthronement next to God the Father in fulfillment of the 
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words of the Psalmist, “The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my 
right hand” (Acts 2:24, 32-34 quoting Ps 110:1). 

The Gospel of John also gives the impression that the Res- 
urrection was simply the gateway through which the incarnate 
eternal Word of God returned to the Father after the accom- 
plishment of his temporary earthly mission. In his first appear- 
ance to Mary Magdalene, Jesus immediately announces that 
he is going to the Father (Jn 20:17). This turning point in his 
mission is revealed in the general statement that sums up 
John’s Gospel: “I came from the Father and have come into the 
world; again, I am leaving the world and going to the Father” 
(Jn 16:28). His heavenly homecoming was soon marked by the 
charismatic pouring out of the Holy Spirit over the apostles, 
left behind as the witnesses of Jesus. 

The same idea is voiced by Saint Paul, for whom the Res- 
urrection is the cause of Jesus’ elevation to divine Sonship 
(Rom 1:4). In short, the apogee of the triumphant Christ is not 
the rising from the dead, but his heavenly exaltation followed 
by the dispatch of the Holy Spirit. 


THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS IN 
RELATION TO THE RESURRECTION OF HIS 
FOLLOWERS AND OF THE REST OF 
MANKIND 


The Resurrection does not appear to have had a major doctri- 
nal impact on the Gospels. Neither the general background ma- 
terial nor the teaching ascribed to Jesus on the afterlife is 


particularly concerned with the matter. Paul is the first to raise 
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the question, but he does so more from a pragmatic than from 
a theoretical viewpoint. In the early stages of the expectation 
of the return of Christ, the eschatologically frenzied communi 
ties of believers were chiefly interested in their own entry into 
the kingdom of God by means of a forthcoming encounter with 
Jesus returning from heaven on a cloud. They were convinced 
that the Parousia was at hand and would happen within their 
lifetime. They would witness it before their death. All they ex- 
pected therefore was in effect a change of clothes, the divest- 
ing of themselves from their earthly frame and replacing it 
with a new spiritual body. The Resurrection as such did not 
concern them. 

But the problem became a burning issue in connection with 
members of the Church who had died recently. Did they miss 
the boat? As such an injustice seemed inconceivable, Paul re- 
assured the members of his congregation that on D-day the de- 
ceased Christians would join the rest of the living followers of 
Jesus in their triumphant ascent to the divine kingdom. The 
supplementary ticket issued to this group of Christians who 
predeceased the Parousia was immediately followed by a re- 
quest for another, and entitlement to resurrection was extended 
to pagan associates for whom virtual Church membership was 
secured through the surrogate ritual of baptism for the dead. 
However, Paul himself did not explicitly apply the power of 
Jesus’ Resurrection to the nonbaptized righteous of the pre- 
Christian age. We have to wait until the first letter of Peter for 
the extension of the saving plan of Christ in regard to the de- 
ceased wicked imprisoned in the underworld (see p. 130). 

The New Testament remains divided on the final destiny 
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of the ungodly, namely whether they would be raised to face 
divine justice and eternal hellfire. The resurrection, when con- 
ceived as the reward for holy behavior, was necessarily con- 
fined to saints and martyrs, to the just in general, and the 
wicked were left behind in the cold of Sheol. It was only when 
some New Testament writers substituted for the loving and 
forgiving heavenly Father an ironfisted Judge that the sinners 
of the underworld were also summoned to be bodily present 
before the heavenly tribunal to receive a sentence of destruc- 
tion in the everlasting flames. 


WHAT DOES THE NEW TESTAMENT TELL 
US ABOUT THE “EVENT” OF THE 
RESURRECTION OF JESUS? 


We have now reached the principal topic of this book, the Res- 
urrection. No New Testament text attempts to describe the 
actual return to life of the dead Jesus. All we have are bits of 
circumstantial evidence, if they can be called evidence, divided 
into two classes. 

The first entails various accounts of female witnesses who, 
on the third day after the crucifixion, discovered an empty 
tomb. They thought it was the tomb of Jesus, and their find- 
ing was later confirmed by two male apostles. Only one expla- 
nation of the empty tomb is offered in the Synoptic Gospels: 
the absence of the body of Jesus was due to his Resurrection. 
It is based on the testimony heard by the women from one or 


two mysterious strangers (angels?). In John, on the other hand, 
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the disappearance of the body is attributed both by Mary Mag- 
dalene and by Peter to the interference of an unknown third 
party and not to a supernatural event. 

The second category of circumstantial evidence is given in 
all the Gospels except the shorter ending of Mark. It consists 
of a series of apparitions to various individuals (Mary Magda- 
lene, Peter, James, Paul) or groups (several women, two disci- 
ples at Emmaus, seven, ten, or eleven apostles, or over five 
hundred brethren) at various times (on Easter Sunday, the fol- 
lowing Sunday, or on later dates) and in various places (in 
Jerusalem, at Emmaus, on'a Galilean mountain, or by the Sea of 
Tiberias). The meaning of the visions is not obvious: no one re- 
alizes at once that the appearing person is Jesus. They vari 
ously speak of a ghost or the “gardener” or a stranger. Thomas 
is said to have declined to believe his fellow apostles until he 
experienced by touch the wounds of the Resurrected Jesus, 
and several apostles on the Galilean mountain continued to 
harbor doubts concerning the reality of their vision of Jesus. 

The empty tomb and the apparitions are never directly 
associated to form a combined argument. For some modern 
Gospel interpreters the empty tomb saga is “an apologetic leg- 
end” (R. Bultmann), a secondary attempt to provide some “fac- 
tual” support to back individual or collective visions. The 
fragility of the theory is exposed by its intrinsic weakness. The 
evidence furnished by female witnesses had no standing in a 
male-dominated Jewish society. In fact, according to Luke, the 
apostles poked fun at the women. Furthermore, the identity 
and number of the witnesses differ in the various Gospels, as 


does also their testimony. Yet it is clearly an early tradition. If 
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the empty tomb story had been manufactured by the primitive 
Church to demonstrate the reality of the Resurrection of Jesus, 
one would have expected a uniform and foolproof account at- 
tributed to patently reliable witnesses. 

To put it bluntly, not even a credulous nonbeliever is likely 
to be persuaded by the various reports of the Resurrection; 
they convince only the already converted. The same must be 
said about the visions. None of them satisfies the minimum re- 
quirements of a legal or scientific inquiry. The only alternative 
historians are left with in their effort to make some sense of the 
Resurrection is to fall back on speculation, hopefully on en- 
lightened speculation. 


SIX THEORIES TO EXPLAIN THE 
RESURRECTION OF JESUS 


One could speak of eight theories, but I have discounted the 
two extremes that are not susceptible to rational judgment, the 
blind faith of the fundamentalist believer and the out-of-hand 
rejection of the inveterate skeptic. The fundamentalists accept 
the story, not as written down in the New Testament texts, 
but as reshaped, transmitted, and interpreted by Church tradi- 
tion. They smooth down the rough edges and abstain from ask- 
ing tiresome questions. The unbelievers, in turn, treat the whole 
Resurrection story as the figment of early Christian imagina- 
tion. Most inquirers with a smattering of knowledge of the his- 
tory of religions will find themselves between these two poles. 
Some of the explanations of the Resurrection are insinuated in 
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the Gospels, others emerge from ancient or more recent his- 


tory. Let us examine them one by one. 


1. THE BODY WAS REMOVED BY SOMEONE 


UNCONNECTED WITH JESUS. 


According to the Gospel of John, the emptiness of the tomb 
discovered by Mary Magdalene and later confirmed by Peter 
and the “beloved disciple” is at first ascribed to unknown per- 
sons. Interference with graves was not unusual, as can be de- 
duced from the curse put on tomb desecrators contained in 
funeral inscriptions (see pp. 53-54). The circumstances of the 
burial of Jesus suggest a simple explication. The burial took 
place in great haste because of the imminent onset of the Sab- 
bath, and the body was laid in a new tomb, conveniently situ- 
ated in a nearby garden (Jn 19:41). It was obviously prepared 
for someone else. Hence it is not unreasonable to suppose that 
the person in charge of the burial place—the “gardener” ac- 
cording to Mary Magdalene (Jn 10:15)—took the first opportu- 
nity to move the body of Jesus to another available tomb. 
The irregular circumstances of Jesus’ interment easily ac- 
count for such an outside intervention. Normally the funeral 
duties were carried out by male near kin, but as there is no sign 
in the Gospel narratives of the presence of the brothers of Je- 
sus at the time of the crucifixion and all his apostles had gone 
into hiding, one or several less close acquaintances, Joseph of 
Arimathea and Nicodemus, stepped in and performed the char- 
itable obligation on Friday afternoon before sunset. According 
to John, Nicodemus brought along a large quantity of myrrh 
and aloes to anoint the dead body. Consequently, contrary to 
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the evidence of the Synoptics, there was no need for Jesus’ 
women friends to visit the tomb at the start of the new week 
to complete the unfinished funerary rituals. 

The innocent transfer of the body of Jesus developed later 
into the legend of the Resurrection. However, the fact that the 
organizer(s) of the burial was/were well known and could have 
easily been asked for and supplied an explanation, strongly mil- 
itates against this theory. | 


2. THE BODY OF JESUS WAS STOLEN BY HIS DISCIPLES. 


An emphatic rebuttal of the reality of the Resurrection is 
attributed in the Gospel of Matthew to the priestly leaders 
of Jerusalem. Allegedly they spread the rumor, which many 
decades after the death of Jesus was still circulating among the 
Jewish population of Jerusalem, that the body of Jesus was 
spirited away by his disciples to produce the semblance of a 
miraculous resurrection. This story presupposes that a fraudu- 
lent prophecy concerning Jesus’ rising from the dead was 
widely known among Palestinian Jews. However, if the closest 
associates of Jesus did not expect him to rise, it is hard to imag- 
ine that outsiders were aware of a prediction, uttered by Old 
Testament prophets or by Jesus, about his resurrection shortly 
after his death. The tale of a mischief perpetrated by the apos- 
tles is no doubt a later Jewish gossip circulating in Palestine in 
the time when Matthew wrote his Gospel. Its value for the in- 


terpretation of the Resurrection is next to nil. 
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3. THE EMPTY TOMB WAS NOT THE TOMB OF JESUS. 


The first two explanations are expressly hinted at in the 
Gospels themselves. The next derives from more subtle allu- 
sions underlying the Synoptics. Mark, Matthew, and Luke 
firmly stress that the Galilean women knew where Jesus was 
buried. While all the cowardly male disciples kept out of sight, 
the two Marys (Mk and Mt) or the Galilean women (Lk) 
watched the burial party led by Joseph of Arimathea (Mk 
15:47; Mt 27:61; Lk 23:55). Bearing in mind the attitude of male 
superiority adopted by the apostles on hearing the report of fe- 
male witnesses about the empty tomb (Lk 24:11), it strikes as 
most likely that they suspected that Mary Magdalene and her 
friends had gone to the wrong tomb. If the rock cavity into 
which the corpse of Jesus was hurriedly laid was freshly pre- 
pared to house someone else’s remains, no doubt it was in a lo- 
cation reserved for burials with similar tombs surrounding it. 
In the semidarkness of dawn mistake was easy. A present-day 
reader would wonder why Peter and his colleagues, who con- 
sidered the women untrustworthy, did not consult Joseph of 
Arimathea, who was apparently the owner of the tomb (Mt 
27:60). Presumably the answer is that, in the logic of the Gospel 
narrative, the apparitions of Jesus soon rendered such an in- 
quiry superfluous. The theory of mistaken identity of the 
tomb, while not inconceivable, certainly does not impose itself. 


4. BURIED ALIVE, JESUS LATER LEFT THE TOMB. 


That Jesus survived the crucifixion has been propounded by 
modern writers and novelists from Hugh J. Schonfield’s The 
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Passover Plot (1965) and Barbara Thiering’s Jesus the Man 
(1992) to The Da Vinci Code (2003) by Dan Brown. Less ex- 
treme believers in Jesus’ survival argue that recovery after cru- 
cifixion was possible, as it is attested by Flavius Josephus. In 
his autobiography, Josephus recalls that on an occasion when 
he was returning to the capital, he saw many crucified Jews by 
the roadside. Among them he recognized three of his friends 
who were still alive. On his pleading, Titus, the future em- 
peror, promptly ordered them to be taken down and treated by 
Roman physicians, and as a result one of the three survived 
(Life 420). 

Jesus remained on the cross for such a short time that Pilate 
wondered whether he was truly dead when Joseph of Ari- 
mathea asked for his body (Mk 15:44). One may further specu- 
late that the piercing of his side by one of the executioners was 
a later invention introduced by John (Jn 19:34) to dispel doubts 
about whether Jesus was dead. But assuming that a semicon- 
scious Jesus crept out of the tomb in the darkness of night, 
what happened to him afterward? Did he disappear into thin 
air? Not very likely. 


5. THE MIGRANT JESUS. 


The idea of Jesus leaving Judea after he had recovered from his 
coma is a relatively modern creation. It is part of the teaching 
of the Ahmadiyya sect of Islam (formed in the nineteenth cen- 
tury) according to which the revived Jesus left the Holy Land, 
set out toward the east in search of the lost tribes of Israel, and 
died in Kashmir in India. In the last century the rich poetic 
imagination of Robert Graves brought the postcrucifixion 
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Jesus to Rome. So did also Barbara Thiering’s peculiar inter- 
pretation of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Her married, divorced, and 
remarried Jesus, father of four children, died of old age in 
Nero’s Rome. 

In the absence of real ancient evidence, these modern mus- 


ings need not retain us. 


6. Do THE APPEARANCES SUGGEST SPIRITUAL, 


NOT BODILY, RESURRECTION? 


While no apparition of the risen Jesus figures in the original 
shorter ending of Mark, the oldest of the Gospels, all the other 
sources describe numerous visions of Christ by Mary Magda- 
lene (Jn, Mk B), the Galilean women (Mt), the Emmaus disci- 
ples (Lk, Mk B), Peter (Lk, Paul), the apostles in Jerusalem on 
Easter Sunday (Mk B, Lk), one without the presence of Thomas 
and another, on the following Sunday, in his presence (Jn). Je- 
sus was further seen some days later in Galilee on a mountain 
by eleven apostles or by seven at the Sea of Tiberias (Mt, Jn). 
Further appearances were witnessed, according to Paul, by 
more than five hundred brothers, by James, and finally by Paul 
himself at unspecified times and places. 

Four types of vision are listed. 1. In Matthew no concrete 
details are given. 2. In John and Luke an unknown ordinary 
man (the gardener or a traveler) is later recognized as Jesus. 
3. Again in Luke and John, a spirit mysteriously enters the 
apostles’ residence despite the locked doors. 4. The ghost later 
becomes a stranger with flesh and bones, who says he is Jesus 
and invites the apostles to touch him, and he eats with them. 


In order to judge the significance of these appearances, we 
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must try to determine the purpose of the Resurrection of Jesus 
in the minds of the evangelists and Paul. From the fact that no 
one suggests that he came into contact with people outside the 
circle of his close followers, we must deduce that for the New 
Testament writers the Resurrection was not meant to enable 
Jesus to perform any further public act. The forty days’ exten- 
sion of his stay with the apostles, not witnessed by anyone 
from the outside world, formally contradicts Luke as well as 
Mark’s longer ending (Mk 16:19) as both imply that the ascen- 
sion happened on Easter Sunday (Lk 24:50). The alleged need 
for Jesus remaining with his disciples to give further instruc- 
tion about the kingdom of God (Acts 1:3) is rendered superflu- 
ous by the promise in John that the Holy Spirit will come to 
teach them all things (Jn 14:26; 16:13). If this were the case, the 
Resurrection of the crucified Jesus is best seen as the first step 
on the spiritual ladder that leads to his heavenly glorification 
(see pp. 136-37). Viewed from this angle, the Resurrection be- 
comes a purely spiritual concept without requiring any accom- 
panying physical reality. Spiritual resurrection is best associated 
with visions and appearances. The strictly Jewish bond of 
spirit and body is better served by the idea of the empty tomb 
and is no doubt responsible for the introduction of the notions 
of palpability (Thomas in John) and eating (Luke and John). 
What is the evidential value of such diverse visions per- 
ceived by individuals or groups of individuals? In essence, they 
do not differ from the visions of mystics throughout the cen- 
turies. No doubt the New Testament characters believed in 
the reality of their visions of Jesus. But what about people who 
were not so privileged and had only the word of “eyewit- 
nesses” to go by? They depended on a double act of faith: faith 
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in the reliability of the reporters and in the reality of the report. 
Resurrection as a spiritual entity is appropriately expressed by 
a vision. Anything more tangible is suspect of hallucination, 
whether individual or collective. 

The theory of spiritual resurrection cancels the need for an 
empty tomb. The body of a risen but immaterial Jesus could 
have remained in.the tomb, with his bones later collected and 
put into an ossuary inscribed with the Aramaic name Yeshua 
bar Yehosef (Jesus son of Joseph). Of course, I do not mean to 
suggest that the ossuary bearing this name, found at Talpiot in 
Jerusalem in 1980 and recently made famous by a television 
documentary, originally contained the remains of the Jesus of 
the Gospels. 

All in all, none of the six suggested theories stands up to 
stringent scrutiny. Does this mean that the traditional Resur- 
rection concept, ie., the miraculous revival in some shape or 
form of the dead body of Jesus, is doomed to failure in the ra- 
tional world of today? Or is there another way out of this co- 
nundrum that may offer an explanation, if not for the physical 
Resurrection of Jesus, at least for the birth and survival of 
Christianity? 
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RESURRECTION IN THE HEARTS OF MEN 


The opening chapter of the Acts of the Apostles takes us to 
the Mount of Olives, where the apostles of Jesus wave good- 
bye to their Master. They believe without comprehending it 
that he is no longer in the tomb and is on his way to the Father 
in heaven. It is of little importance whether this spiritual spec- 
tacle was witnessed on the third day after the crucifixion or 
forty days later. What matters is that within a short time the 
terrified small group of the original followers of Jesus, still hid- 
ing from public gaze, all at once underwent a powerful mysti- 
cal experience in Jerusalem on the Feast of Weeks (Pentecost). 
Filled with the promised Holy Spirit, the pusillanimous men 
were suddenly metamorphosed into ecstatic spiritual warriors. 

They proclaimed openly the message of the Gospel, and the 
charismatic potency imparted to them by Jesus during his min- 
istry that had enabled them to preach, heal, and expel demons 
burst into life again and manifested itself in word and in deed. 
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The formerly terrified fugitives courageously spoke up in the 
presence of the authorities and healed the sick in public, at the 
gate of the Temple itself. The reality of the charisma opened 
the apostles’ eyes to the mystery of the Resurrection. The spir- 
itual healing power of belief lay at the basis of the teaching, 
curing, and exorcising ability of Jesus in his life. According to 
the evangelists, he often told the sick who had been restored 
to health: “Your faith has healed you.” During his life, Jesus 
managed to pass on this spiritual power to his disciples so that 
they could exclaim with joyful amazement: “Lord, even the 
demons are subject to us in your name” (Lk 10:17). 

According to the New Testament, the chief act of the Res- 
urrected Christ in his heavenly glory was the dispatch of the 
Holy Spirit. “This Jesus God raised up,” Peter announced to 
the Jewish crowd in Jerusalem. “Exalted at God’s right hand, 
and having received from the Father the promise of the Holy 
Spirit, he has poured it out” over his disciples (Acts 2:32). The 
impact and guidance of the Spirit empowered the apostles 
and disciples to act as witnesses of Jesus. They did so through 
charismatic deeds: “In my name”—Christ is said to have de- 
clared—“they will cast out demons, they will speak in tongues; 
they will pick up serpents, and if they drink any deadly thing, 
it will not hurt them; they will lay their hands on the ais and 
they will recover” (Mk 16:18). 

The scene being set, let us now consider from an existen- 
tial, historical, and psychological point of view the original 
Galilean followers of Jesus during the short period following 
the first Easter Sunday. The tale of the empty tomb and the ap- 


paritions of the lost Lord momentarily illumined their dark de- 
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spair with a ray of hope. Doubts nevertheless lingered on. 
However, when under the influence of the Spirit their self- 
confidence revived, prompting them to resume their apostolic 
mission, and they felt increasingly sure that they were not 
acting alone, but that Jesus was with them. So, when they re- 
started to preach the Gospel “with authority,” as their miracle- 
working teacher had in Galilee; when they realized that in the 
name of Jesus his charisma was working again, their doubts 
melted away in the inward certainty that the crucified Master 
was close to them as in the old days. The helping hand that 
gave them strength to carry on with their task was the proof 
that Jesus had risen from the dead. 

Nowhere has this inner transformation been more mov 
ingly portrayed than in the haunting final paragraph of a fa- 
mous book, On the Trial of Jesus, by my late friend Paul Winter. 


Sentence was passed, and {Jesus} was led away. Crucified, dead, 
and buried, he yet rose in the hearts of his disciples who had loved 
him and felt he was near. Tried by the world, condemned by au- 
thority, buried by the Churches that profess his name, he is ris- 
ing again, today and tomorrow, in the hearts of men who love 


him and feel he is near. 


The conviction in the spiritual presence of the living Jesus 
accounts for the resurgence of the Jesus movement after the 
crucifixion. However, it was the supreme doctrinal and organi 
zational skill of Saint Paul that allowed nascent Christianity to 
grow into a viable and powerful Resurrection-centered world 


religion. 
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Resurrection in the hearts of men may strike a note of em- 
pathy even among today’s skeptics and cynics. Whether or not 
they adhere to a formal creed, a good many men and women of 
the twenty-first century may be moved and inspired by the 
mesmerizing presence of the teaching and example of the real 


Jesus alive in their mind. 


PDF created by Rajesh Arya - Gujarat 


Notes 


FOREWORD 

ix It is even possible to propose Geza Vermes, The Passion 
(London: Penguin, 2005), p. 116. 

x Nonetheless it is hardly questionable Geza Vermes, The 
Nativity: History and Legend (London: Penguin, 2006). 

rs Two types of extreme... faith For faith wrapped in schol- 


arship, see the over-800-page-long monument The Resurrec- 
tion of the Son of God by N. T. Wright, Bishop of Durham 


(London: SPCK, 2003). 
> or disbelief For a recent example, see Robert M. Price and 


Jeffery Jay Lowder, The Empty Tomb: Jesus beyond the Grave 
(Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2005). 


PROLOGUE 


Xvi In its strict meaning Natural History 7:55, 150. 
xviii The revival of a young bride Philostratus, Life of Apollo- 


NIUS 4:45. 
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CHAPTER 2 


Sheol was imagined For the exception of 1 Enoch, see p. 37. 
Ecclesiastes, anticipating Horace’s carpe diem Exploit the 


present day. 


CHAPTER 3 


One escape route According to an ancient Jewish belief, at- 
tested in rabbinic literature, the departed soul, still longing 
to return to the body, continued to hover over it for three 
days (GenR 100:7; yYeb 15c). Resurrection on the third day 
may somehow be connected with this idea. 

Then he stretched himself The sequence of events given in 
the Hebrew Bible is preferable to the account of the Septu- 
agint, where the prophet lowers himself on the boy seven 
times without sneezing, or to the Aramaic Targum, where 
Elisha, and not the boy, sneezes seven times. 

The author of Ecclesiasticus, singing the Praises A simi 
lar resuscitation is attributed by the Hellenist Artapanus to 
Moses, who by pronouncing into Pharaoh’s ears the name of 
God, caused him to drop dead, only to bring him back to life 
again (Eusebius, Praep. Ev. 9:27, 24-25). 

Flavius Josephus AD 37-c. 100) recounts Whilst hailing 
Elisha as a thaumaturge, Josephus plays down his part in the 
resuscitation of the son of the widow from Zarephath and at- 
tributes the miracle to God, who “beyond all expectation 
brought the child back to life” (Ant. 8:327). 

The Slavonic Enoch or the Second Book of Enoch This 
designation derives either from the Latin metator, probably 
signifying an angelic surveyor, or more likely someone, the 
great scribe, who stands beside the divine throne, from the 
Greek ho meta thronon. 
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52 


Notes 


CHAPTER 5 


All Israelites have a share in the world to come Reference 
to the biblical origin of resurrection is missing from some im- 
portant manuscripts of the Mishnah. To those excluded from 
the future world are to be added the readers of heretical 
books and magical healers as well as those who pronounce the 
sacrosanct name of God, and the Epicurean, someone who de- 
spises religion. 

Taken together, both the opponents and the supporters 
The population of Palestine in 1926 under British mandate 
was 865,000. If we discount that of Transjordan and about 
100,000 Bedouin, we arrive at about 600,000, and it is un- 
likely that the density of the population was higher in the 
first century AD than shortly after the First World War. 

So it would seem that we simply do not know Steven 
Fine, “A Note on Ossuary Burial and the Resurrection of the 
Dead in First-Century Jerusalem,” Journal of Jewish Studies 
51 (2000), pp. 69-76. 

In his monumental study of the Essene doctrine La croy- 
ance des Esséniens en la vie future, vol. 1 (1993), p. 199. 

The author of the latest monograph on funeral epigra- 
phy Ancient Jewish Epitaphs (1991), p. 114. 

It can merely denote the Jewishness of the person Jew- 
ish Symbols in the Graeco-Roman Period, vol. 4 (1954), pp- 
71-98. 

The oldest is on what is known as Jason’s tomb L. Y. 
Rahmani, A Catalogue of Jewish Ossuaries in the Collections 
of the State of Israel (1994), nos. 815 and 829, figures 127-28. 
Unparalleled is the invitation tainted with irony J. B. 
Frey, Corpus Inscriptionum Iudaicarum, vol. 1, Europe (1936), 


“32, p. 550. 
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CHAPTER 7 


Consequently, in the eyes of Jesus The one significant 
Synoptic text indicating universal resurrection in view of the 
reward of the just and the punishment of the wicked is 
Matthew’s story of the last judgment (Mt 25:31-46). It has 
no parallels among the parables safely attributable to Jesus. 
To this may be added Mk 9:43-48; Mt 18:8-9; see p. 70. 

By contrast, damnation is depicted The Authentic Gospel 
of Jesus, 2004 (hereafter AGJ), pp. 348-49. 

Indeed, approach to the kingdom of God AGJ, pp. 287-88; 
89-90. 

The typical exaggeration of abandoning parents The ex- 
pression “for the gospel” has the same meaning since it is 
short for “for the gospel of the kingdom” (see Mt 4:23 and 
24:14 and some ancient manuscripts of Mk 1:14). 

Eternal life can be inherited by those who believe The 
four instances (out of twenty-five) where in John eternal life 
is explicitly connected to raising the dead have been noted 
earlier in this chapter (see pp. 67-69). 


CHAPTER 8 


When Jesus was captured John, attempting to reduce the 


odium incurred by the disciples, claims that Jesus had ob- 
tained safe conduct for them from the soldiers sent to arrest 


him (Jn 18:8). 
CHAPTER 9 


Like healings and exorcisms, the resuscitation Cum or 
rather qum, as attested in the best ancient manuscripts 
(Sinaiticus, Vaticanus, etc.), is the incorrect ending of the im- 
perative second person singular. It is the masculine form ap- 
plied to a feminine subject. This represents the loose Galilean 
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dialect, apparently spoken by Jesus and his associates. Some 
other codices replace qum with the grammatically correct 
qumi, thus trying to improve or make more literate the lan- 
guage used by Jesus. 

We are told that the chief priests Legends circulating in 
the Eastern and the Western Church represent Lazarus as 
bishop of Cyprus or even as the bishop of Marseilles in south- 
ern France, where he arrived by boat together with his sis- 
ters, Mary Magdalene and Martha. 


CHAPTER I0 


Preliminary: The Burial of Jesus For a more detailed dis- 
cussion of the burial of Jesus, see Geza Vermes, The Passion 
(2005), pp. "77-116. | 

Three women, Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of 
James Possibly the wife of Zebedee and the mother of the 
apostles James and John (see Mt 27:56). 

According to this second book Such an extended earthly 
stay of the risen Jesus is reasserted in the Acts of the Apos- 
tles: “For many days he appeared to those who came up with 
him from Galilee to Jerusalem” (Acts 13:31). 

All that remains now is to assess If authentic, a segment 
of the Testimonium Flavianum of Josephus may be relevant 
here as indicating a belief in a kind of spiritual resurrection: 
“When Pilate, upon hearing him accused by men of the high- 
est standing amongst us, had condemned him to be crucified, 
those who had in the first place come to love him did not give 
up their affection for him” (Ant. 18:64). To this purportedly 
genuine statement of Josephus, a Christian interpolator, bor- 
rowing from the New Testament, later added: “On the third 
day he appeared to them restored to life, for the holy 
prophets had foretold this and myriads of other marvels con- 
cerning him.” It has been suggested that the apocryphal 
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Gospel of Peter, a Greek composition probably written in the 
late second century, contains some primary source material. 
See J. D. Crossan, The Cross That Spoke: The Origin of the 
Passion Narrative (1988). Nevertheless, even a perfunctory 
glance at the text proves that it is dependent on the canoni- 
cal Gospels so that its treatment here would be a pure waste 
of time. 

To quote the two extremes The Resurrection of the Son of 
God (2003), pp. 5-6. 

By contrast, the more succinct Der alte und der neue 


Glaube (1872), p. 72. 


CHAPTER II 


But quite apart from the wide variations Josephus’s ref- 
erence in the Testimonium Flavianum to the Resurrection of 
Jesus is considered by all modern experts as a Christian inter- 
polation. “On the third day he appeared to them restored to 
life, for the holy prophets had foretold this and myriads of 
other marvels concerning him” (Ant. 18:64). 


CHAPTER 12 


In the first speech, placed by Luke David wears the same 
prophetic mantle in the Dead Sea Scrolls, where his poems 
are said to have been “uttered through prophecy” (11Q 
Psalms col. 27:11). 

Pointing out that these words could not refer to David 
The same argument, using the same quotation of Psalm 16:10, 
is attributed to Paul in his sermon in the synagogue of Anti- 
och in Pisidia (Acts 13:26-39). 
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CHAPTER 13 


He adds also his own vision of Jesus Little is known about 
Paul’s previous contact with the Jerusalem Church. He 
speaks of his initial violent hostility toward the Jesus move- 
ment (Gal 1:14), and the Acts of the Apostles refers to his 
presence at the stoning of the deacon Stephen (Acts 7:58). 
For a fuller sketch of Paul’s career, see Geza Vermes, The 
Changing Faces of Jesus (London: Penguin, 2001), pp. 59-75. 
Some of them went so far as to proclaim Ina similar vein, 
two Church members, Hymenaeus and Philetus, godless 
chatterers according to Paul, also confused some believers by 
advancing the view that the Resurrection had already oc- 
curred (2 Tim 2:16-18). 

Apart from the correspondence with the Thessalonians 
The deutero-Pauline letters, attributed by scholars not to 
Paul, but to his disciples, include Ephesians, Colossians, He- 
brews, and the Pastoral epistles addressed to Timothy and 
Titus. 

It is possible that the postbiblical Jewish representation 
Vermes, Changing Faces of Jesus (2001), pp. 84-86. 


CHAPTER 14 


Hence Noah, who is described Josephus, too, is familiar 
with Noah's attempt to persuade his contemporaries to 
change their minds. “But Noah, indignant at their conduct 
and viewing their counsels with displeasure, urged them to 
come to a better frame of mind and amend their ways; but see- 
ing that, far from yielding, they were completely enslaved to 
their pleasure of sin, he feared that they would murder him 
and, with his wives and sons and his sons’ wives, quitted the 
country” (Ant. 1:74). The same ideas are also attested in rab- 


binic literature. 
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145 
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CHAPTER I5 


Tt was only when some New Testament writers As has 


been shown in chapter 15, the Book of Revelation advances 
the idea of double resurrection, the first bestowed on those 
who sacrificed their lives for Christ and enjoyed renewed ex- 
istence for a thousand years, and the second affecting the rest 
of dead mankind who would receive their just deserts of eter- 
nal life or a second death in the lake of fire. 

Some Jewish religious thinkers have remained hesitant 
when faced with the idea of eternal damnation colliding with 
the concept of a merciful God. A nineteenth-century Russian 
Jewish legend associated with the saintly Rabbi Hayyim of 
Volozhin goes so far as to advocate universal salvation. Ac- 
cording to this tale, when R. Hayyim died, he was told that 
he could enter heaven at once. As a true son of Abraham, he 
began to bargain with God's representative. He first stipu- 
lated that all his pupils should also be granted immediate 
entry, then all the Jews, and finally all the Gentiles. The 
heavenly negotiator could not agree to the last demand on 
the grounds that God had not yet decided about the com- 
ing of the Messiah. So R. Hayyim decided not to cross the 
gate of heaven and continued to pray outside until the 
Almighty agreed to the salvation of the whole human race. 
See Louis Jacobs, A Jewish Theology (London: Darton, Long- 
man & Todd, 1973), p. 322. 

However, the fact that the organizer(s) Ancient tombs 
were, of course, often broken into by robbers, looking for 
money, jewels, or other valuables. If real, the hundred 
pounds’ weight of precious ointments mentioned in the 
Fourth Gospel might have seemed attractive to the criminal 
confraternity of Jerusalem. 

In the last century the rich poetic imagination Jesus in 
Rome (London, 1957), pp. 12-13. 
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Her married, divorced, and remarried Jesus Jesus the Man 
(New York, 1992), p. 160. 

Of course, I do not mean to suggest that the ossuary An- 
other epitaph with the carving “Jesus son of Joseph” was dis- 
covered in 1926 by Eleazar Lipa Sukenik. For the inscriptions 
see L. Y. Rahmani, A Catalogue of Jewish Ossuaries in the 
Collections of the State of Israel (Jerusalem, 1994), no. 9; 
Amos Kloner, “A Tomb with Inscribed Ossuaries,” Atigot 
29 (1996): 15-22; and James D. Tabor, The Jesus Dynasty 
(London: HarperCollins, 2006), pp. 22-33. 


EPILOGUE 


So, when they restarted to preach the Gospel It is note- 
worthy that even rabbinic literature records that an early 
Jewish-Christian, Jacob of Kfar Sama, offered to heal the sick 
“in the name of Jesus” (tHullin 2:20-22). 

Sentence was passed, and [Jesus] On the Trial of Jesus (2nd 
ed., Berlin/New York, 1974), p. 208. 
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